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“Just go write,” she said.

For Judy

My Muse

and the Love of My Life.
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EmberEarth
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“Man's first tool, was a weapon.”

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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A Gathering of Friends


Chapter 1

Young William Tate, arms loaded, nodded to Gloria Munroe, the night nurse at Saint Luke’s Roosevelt hospital. She returned the nod, looking down on him from her platform station. He dumped the wild orchids, daily newspaper, dark chocolate, and Sensodyne toothpaste he carried on a chair and drew a paper cap from the dispenser, covering his shaggy brown hair.

“How was school today?” Gloria asked, starting the routine they loved.

“Easy as cake,” he said, quoting the movie.

"Easy as pie," Gloria corrected, completing the joke. He gestured at the pile. “Will you watch these for me?”

Gloria nodded again, her face softening. Such a good boy, she thought. He adjusted his cap and started up the hallway to his mother’s room. “Billy?”

"Yes?"

“I just want you to know. I love the way you love your mother.”

Billy winced. The boy’s eyes filled with tears. A pit of despair opened in his chest and a deep sadness squeezed his heart.

“Thank you, Mrs. Munroe.”

He had to get moving again before he lost control. He fought back tears and aimed for the doorway. He knew Gloria meant well with her kind words, but Billy dared not travel that path. Deep sorrow lurked.

He remembered how he found his mother unconscious on the living room floor. The ambulance took years to arrive and Billy skipped a lot of school to stay with her. He missed their small apartment and reading to her at night and the way she made his bacon crispy and a million other simple moments, now made poignant by her illness.

He stopped at her door. His mother, Elizabeth Tate, looked no better. Billy sighed, aware his mother always looked incrementally worse. Like a fly tangled in a web, she was the focal point for an array of tubes and wires. Her emaciated and faintly blue body was surrounded by machines which either monitored the functions her body still performed, or performed functions for her. She’d spent the last year dissolving into a vaguely human husk, and no doctor knew why. The doctors were stumped. She was a medical mystery.

Billy fought hard to save her. He skipped school to study in the hospital library, pursuing her cure. The staff chased him away but he soon won them over with insightful questions and pointed observations. The theories he proposed were sound. The hospital staff accepted him and most doctors tolerated his involvement. Many on the staff were touched by his devotion but they also adored how he engaged with other patients. His mother lay dying and everyone powerless to help her, yet he always had time for others. This softened them. Billy came and went as he pleased. Outsmarting the city's overworked Administration for Children’s Services was easy.

When a nurse had called him a genius a doctor had corrected her.
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“You mean prodigy," the doctor said. "Let him produce a body of work before you label him genius. He’s too young.”

"The boy was reading by age three," Billy heard the nurse respond. "He's a genius."

Billy had smiled at her defense of him. She was right. Before she fell sick, Elizabeth had taken him to an uptown academy for gifted children. He was tested and quickly admitted under a full scholarship. A mentor was assigned to him. From the moment Billy stepped into his first library, they were a refuge to him. He breathed easier whenever he entered one.

He entered his mother's room. He dropped his worn backpack into a chair and checked the pulse oximeter and the capnograph. Satisfied at the settings, he then headed for the vending machine in the staff room. Class at the Reynold’s Institute for Gifted Youth ran late and he was hungry. He carried protein bars and water in his backpack, along with everything else, but why eat spare food when fresh was available? After a dinner of potato salad sandwiches and chocolate chip cookies, he collected his knapsack from the chair, checked on his mother again, and then made his circuit of the hospital floor.

Most in this unit were simply waiting to die and Billy did what he could to ease their suffering. For Mr. Rey, the smuggled chocolate. For Mrs. Oldman, the freshly plucked black and purple orchids. Mr. Dean enjoyed the daily newspaper. The hospital toothpaste hurt Carole's teeth so Billy brought her something else. He’d chat a while, catching up on the minutiae of the day, and then set off for the next visit.

After he’d finished visiting his friends, he made his way to the bus stop outside. He’d lingered too long and needed to run, his uncoordinated and oversized feet slapping the faded linoleum.

Weeks ago he’d exhausted the hospital library and moved on to a local branch. Once he’d devoured all they had, he moved on to the great library downtown. Towering fourteen floors and crushing an entire city block, the medical section at this library would take him many months to conquer. He wished there was money for a smartphone. He knew that would expedite his endless search. But he’d learned there were limits to what a young boy could accomplish alone. He was forced to wade through the dusty tomes and dry volumes, searching for any clue to aid his mother.

In his gut, he knew she had little time left.

He’d spent the last year making himself an expert on every brain malady which matched his mother’s symptoms. He’d passionately convinced doctors to run tests they otherwise would not. Lately, he expanded his search to more esoteric possibilities, including alternative branches of neuroscience, biochemistry, and experimental psychology.

He would begin a new floor at the library tonight, and that always renewed his sense of hope. He flipped the turnstile and aimed for the escalator. Adults were far too busy to concern themselves with one little boy, especially one who so clearly knew his way around. Billy had learned confidence was key.

Inside the elevator, he pressed button eleven and the gentle tug of gravity pulled as he shot skyward. He walked by the Medieval tapestries and stained-glass windows. He moved between the rows of books which towered over his small frame. At last he found a table to his liking and dropped his backpack. He set to work.
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Hours later he closed Achieving New States of Consciousness, by Philip Farber, and fished a breakfast bar from his pack, eating with one hand while nervously tapping the table with the other.

Another dead-end, he thought.

He pushed back, frustrated. He needed to stretch his legs and began to wander, choosing a direction at random. After several turns, a small staircase caught his eye. His distracted mind whirled with ideas and he sifted them, fishing for new insight.

I’m going to fail and she’s going to die, he concluded. He swallowed hard.

At the top of the stairs, he turned right and soon encountered a heavy wire mesh which sealed off a section of the library, his view obscured by bookcases on the other side. He noticed an old man in guard uniform seated at a small desk, reading a newspaper.

“What’s in here?” he asked the guard.

“Rare Manuscripts.”

Billy saw glass cases and heavy oak cabinets, stained leather covers and delicate parchments.

“May I go in?”

“Where are your parents?”

“Dad’s dead. Mom’s dying.”

The guard's eyes narrowed.

"Who looks after you?"

"My social worker. She's downstairs in gardening."

The guard looked skeptical.

“I’m sorry kid, you’ll need an invite from the head librarian.” “How do I get an invite from the head librarian?”

The guard shrugged. “Be an historian or a university president or a doctor. Somebody important like that. These books are not for little boys.”

“No," Billy corrected. "Books are for everyone.” The guard returned his attention to his newspaper.

Billy peered beyond the grate and saw every type of written record invented. Books of dark wood and baked clay. Books of hammered bark and decaying linen. Centered in the small room was a heavy stela, glyphs carved on every side. Scroll cases lined most of the walls. He swung his gaze from one end to the other, awestruck by the dazzling collection of acquired knowledge.

Billy watched the guard read the paper.

He's old, yet still seeks knowledge, Billy thought. That will be me. As he returned his attention to the manuscripts room, a thought occurred: is old knowledge better?

He looked again at the old man. What has he seen? Surely what afflicts my mother has happened before. Someone, somewhere, has seen such a thing.

Billy felt a rush of adrenaline. The farther back he went, the greater the likelihood of discovery. He knew his search lay within this room.

“What’s wrong with your mother?” the guard asked without looking up.

Billy answered over his shoulder, unable to pull his eyes away from the rare manuscripts. “I don’t know. Nobody knows. That’s why I’m here.”

“You’re trying to diagnose your mother? Isn’t that the doctor’s job?”

7


“Yes, it is, and many have tried. Doctors from all over the world. My mother is a puzzle, a slowly-dying Rubik’s cube. They all wish to solve her riddle. They hope to get a disease named after them.”

The guard sighed. He left his desk and moved next to Billy, placing a wrinkled hand on the small boy’s shoulder. After a moment of silence, he spoke.

“I lost my wife last year,” he said. “I made a thousand phone calls, sent a thousand letters. I get what you’re going through. I know that feeling of hopelessness. If you could work on something, then at least you'd feel like you were helping."

He patted Billy's shoulder and sighed.

"I'd love to let you in," he said. "But as much as I hate to say this, to go in there you’ll need permission from the head librarian. I’m sorry.”

Billy leaned against the man, the stranger's compassion oddly comforting.

“Maybe," the guard continued. “It would help to know few of those grimoires are written in English. Most are Latin or another ancient tongue. A few they don’t even know what language they’re written in. They hang on to them, hoping to one day decipher the text. You’d be wasting your time, son. Unless you read multiple dead languages, you won’t find the help you need in there.”

The old man returned to his seat. Billy remained at the wire.

“Is someone taking care of you?” the guard asked.

“Yes.” Me.

“Who?”

“First, an aunt. Then a grandmother. Now another aunt. Mostly the adults just pay the bills.”

“Where are the adults today?”

“Work.”

The guard folded his hands on his desk. He sighed again. Billy studied that room a long time and the old guard admired his resolve. At last the boy turned.

“I’m sorry about your wife,” Billy said.

The old man’s face softened.

“I hope you don’t stay here all night,” Billy continued. “This place would be so lonely at night.”

“Thank you, son, and no, we close at eight and I go home with the rest of them around ten.”

“Good. Thank you for your help.”

Billy returned to his desk and withdrew his notepad. He jotted down closing time and when the building was empty. He flipped the page. Under the pretense of browsing, he roamed the library sketching floorplans, motion detectors, and cameras. He located blind spots where a boy could hide. He ignored the alarms on windows and doors as he had no intention of opening either. He would already be inside. A plan had formed and he roamed the building filling in details. Once he sketched the map, he headed downstairs to the Reference section. He found blueprints and schematics to complete his drawing. He needed old medical information. In his heart, he knew the Rare Manuscripts room was key.


Chapter 2
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The next day, after the hospital, Billy returned with a screwdriver and small wrench. His time at the wire mesh had been well spent. He knew which panel would be easiest to remove.

He studied a book on neural networks until minutes before closing then headed for the men’s room. The screwdriver opened a mop closet and then he wiggled behind stacks of air filters he'd moved. Once the building was quiet, he emerged.

He checked his map. Most of the motion detectors were aimed at the library’s doors and windows. A few were aimed at elevators, stairwells, and escalators. The building was one hundred and twenty-three years old and the architecture had been designed for durability and beauty, not security. If he remained on this floor, he had few restrictions on his movements. The building was a fortress to those outside but did little to track those within.

The mesh panel fell easily to his nimble fingers. He shoved his backpack under and then squirmed through the opening. Around him stood glass cases and racks of scrolls, towering shelves, and marble stands. In each corner sat a small computer and a box of disposable white cotton gloves to be worn while handling rare texts.

He donned a pair.

At the rear of the Rare Manuscripts room Billy found an ornate wood door with Private Collections painted above in gold letters. Inside, the walls were lined with polished mahogany drawers and heavy oak cases.

He drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

He opened the first drawer and saw two books resting on white velvet. The first was a heavy tome bound in black leather and clasped by two straps, a curious meandering glyph stamped onto the cover. The next book was similar but the glyph slightly different. In the next drawer, he found a dozen scrolls, each capped with copper. The next drawer held a map of the Mediterranean Sea but showed Malta ten times larger. Greece did not exist. A column down the right gave details but in no language Billy had ever seen. He shut the drawers and returned to the first room.

He surveyed the inventory, plotting the most efficient path and fixing in his mind the exact location of every item. He would not be discovered because he’d left something out of place.

I’ll need four days, he calculated. Maybe five. He took one long, last look. And Mom’s egg timer.


Chapter 3

His routine never varied; school first then his mother then hello to the hospital staff. Next, he completed his social visits. He caught the bus downtown and researched conventional medicine until closing and then made his way to the restroom, hiding until everyone had gone. He brought snacks and water and clothing and any other items he thought useful.

He’d begin his research each night by flipping his mother's egg timer.

Three minutes, he’d tell himself. It was a study trick he developed at Reynold’s.

Three minutes to determine if the book applies. If not, move on.

When his eyelids became too heavy, he’d return to his hiding spot and sleep until morning, awakened by the cleaning crew. Busy at their tasks, he’d exit unseen.
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Whenever he encountered an unknown language, he used the available computers until he found a key. Latin fell quickly as did Greek and Egyptian. French and Spanish were a breeze. He made no attempt to learn the language but focused purely on translation.

Day four, he found The Book.

The tome was bound in reptilian skin, tattered and faded, and he worried he might damage the manuscript with a touch. The book sat under glass at the end of a row. He removed the item, feeling a faint vibration through his gloves and hearing an almost imperceptible keening. He sat at the nearby desk, flipped his timer, and carefully opened the cover. Inside were strange curling letters, utterly alien, meticulously drawn but placed seemingly at random on the top and bottom half of the page. He leaned closer, mesmerized, fascinated. A thrill raced through him and he laughed.

“I’m such a nerd.”

The pages were a delicate vellum, as brittle as fly wings. Thankful for the white cotton gloves, he laid his palms on the table and drew a deep and calming breath. He turned the first page.

On page two, the script changed entirely. No longer curling, the letters became tiny and block-face, thousands of characters clustered on each page. Daunted, his heart sank. He cautiously turned another crackling page, only to find more of the same.

“Oh boy."

He moved to the computer and began his search for the key, first trying to determine the language. He visited university websites and examined ancient scripts. Hours later, still ignorant and his egg timer long expired, he returned the tome to the display case.

“You are the strangest book I’ve ever met,” he murmured.

The next night he spent all his time on the book, without progress.

I cannot waste time, he thought.

He pushed the tome across the table, prepared to move on, but a desire he did not understand brought him back.

For the next five nights Billy fought the same frustrations. The boy was near tears. He'd studied no other book during that time and he understood his desire had blossomed into an obsession.

With maniacal diligence, he started again at page one. The first page was covered with dime-sized symbols. After that, the remaining thousand pages were covered with tiny, lines of intricate text.

“You are phonemes. Each of you has a sound.”

His strained voice barely extended beyond his desk. Exhausted, he dropped his forehead against the table.

“What are you?” he muttered. “Who writes something no one can read?” Weary, he returned the book to the case. He left the room and replaced the

panel, and made his way to his hiding place. He closed his eyes. As sleep began to take him, he promised to set aside the strange book.

I've wasted too much time already.


Chapter 4
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The next day he lingered with his mother. He read to her from Mark Twain’s, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. One of the nurses brought him meatloaf and mashed potatoes from the staff cafeteria. He caught the last bus to the library and worked until closing, then slipped into his hiding spot to wait.

Inside the Rare Manuscripts room, he wretchedly moved on, deciphering a tome which, once translated, told how to make spiced tea and grow plumper turnips. He angrily returned the book to the shelf and yanked his hands out of the white cotton gloves. His hands curled into fists. His gaze drifted across the room to the display case which held the Book.

No, he told himself. No, no, no.

He turned his back, fighting an irresistible urge.

You are not what I need! You waste time!

The yearning grew worse.

Two steps brought him to the display case.

"Why am I so drawn to you?" he said.

He removed the book and sat, in his frustration roughly flipping the first delicate pages. The crisp and brittle material crackled. He touched the first symbol on the page, feeling the slightly raised glyph beneath his sensitive fingertip. He moved to the next and the next, touching strange symbols, pondering their meaning.

His bare finger landed atop a symbol shaped like a cluster of commas.

Faint electricity sizzled.

He gazed at his naked finger, suddenly remembering the missing gloves, terrified he'd damaged such an ancient text yet thrilled he'd gotten a response. He repeated his touch but heard nothing. He moved around the page, touching each symbol until once more encountering the faint pop of electricity.

He grabbed his notepad. He tapped each symbol, working his way around them all, recording each time the crackle repeated, searching for a pattern. There were more symbols than English letters but he hardly cared. Frequency was key. Frequency would allow him to find the English equivalent. He jotted on his notepad, filling in blanks of information. Soon he had a rough corresponding symbol for most of the English alphabet. This was enough to begin translation. He laughed gleefully.

“Bare fingers," he said, shaking his head, believing he'd discovered the key.

He roughly decoded the first half, writing fast, disappointment growing as he saw gibberish taking shape. He finished and shoved away from the table. He paced the small room, hands stuffed in pockets, a scowl on his young face.

“Babble," he said. "All that work for nothing. Why was I convinced this would help? Why can’t I let this go?”

He sent his tired, irritated gaze around the chamber, moving from one exotic manuscript to the next, wondering what drew him so powerfully to this one book. His throat tightened. Tears filled his eyes.

“I’m out of time,” he admitted. “Mom is out of time.” He put on his backpack, too forlorn to continue.

One thousand eight hundred forty-two pages of babble, he thought. What a waste of precious time.

He reset the room and opened the case to return the book. He hesitated, hating to leave the second half untranslated. The second passage used fewer symbols and
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after translating the first, he knew them all. To save time he read the bottom glyphs out loud, his voice weary.

“Kalamosh. Kalamosh dyan ben vos. Kalamosh. Kalamosh Golomar badala cris.” Brilliant white light exploded from his eyes and filled the small room like a sun.

Brilliant white light exploded backward too, into his brain, filling his mind with searing pain. He screamed and lurched, clawing open air, seeking support. The building shuddered and he staggered blindly, bumping the display case. He felt something solid and clutched at it. The floor turned to mist and he fell, dazzling white light around him, inside him, filling his lungs, radiating from his skin. He screamed again.

His last thoughts, before darkness took him, was how he’d failed his mother.


Chapter 5

Prince Audric sat on his bed and laced his boots. He fastened the clasp on his fine riding cloak. His servants waited patiently. He slipped the nearest man some coin.

“Galeed, find me a tavern with pretty girls and foolish men. I feel like gambling and I’m in the mood to win.”

“Alas, my lord,” the man said. “I cannot. Your father’s instructions are painfully clear. He has grand plans for you, sire.”

Galeed returned the coin.

The prince looked at the silver in his palm. “I have plans for me, too, Galeed. If you won’t take me, I’ll find another who will. I’ll slip out alone if I must.”

“I am sorry, my lord.”

Audric glanced around the room at his other attendants. “Any of you? Take me to the outer rings? Drinks are on me.”

They remained stone-faced.

“Fine.”

The prince grabbed his knapsack and left the room, slamming the door. Galeed waited a respectable moment and then followed.

The king would want the prince protected.

For a time Audric followed his usual path into the city but tonight he longed for something different. As he left the inner-ring he turned right on Lampton Avenue instead of left. Tonight, his father would not know where to find him. As he passed the next alley, he ducked inside and opened his knapsack. Moments later he wore different clothing. He’d heard of a raucous new tavern several rings out and wanted to experience the place without armed bodyguards killing the celebration.

An hour later he was singing loudly and guzzling ale with a dozen new friends. He was certain some townsfolk recognized him, but they kept their mouths shut. The prince spent plenty of coin and several young ladies had their hopeful eyes on him. An hour later and he’d angered several boyfriends, fathers, and husbands, and broken more than a few chairs and cups. With the mood soured, Audric decided to move to the next tavern. He slipped his arm around a lovely woman and kissed her.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Glennis."

He noted the woman was about to add a sire but caught herself.
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“Come with me, Glennis” he insisted, dropping two gold coins on the table and one in her open palm. “Let’s find a friendlier gathering. I’m not as foolishly drunk and irresponsible as I wish to be.”

The young lady laughed and helped him to his feet. On their way to the next tavern, the prince stopped in an alley for another kiss.

“Hello, Audric.”

He pulled his lips from hers, turning.

“What are you doing here, Dalton? " asked the prince.

“Something I should have done long ago.”

Dalton struck the prince in the chest. The lady screamed.

Why did that punch hurt so much? the prince wondered. He looked down at the anelace now protruding between his ribs. How did that get there?

Audric heard Glennis run. He tried to tell her to stay but air whistled around the blade and he could not draw breath to yell. He looked at the long dagger again.

“You stabbed me?”

His voice wheezed. A bubble of blood formed around the knife.

Dalton laughed. “I did, yes. If I had the time, I’d stay to watch you die. Sadly, I must be far from here when your body is discovered. I’ll stuff you behind those crates and leave you to die alone.”

Prince Audric turned stiffly to see the stacked boxes. He summoned his strength to run but nothing happened. He whimpered.

I die alone?

The ground tilted and rose to smash his face. Dirt clogged his nostrils. His vision narrowed to slits. Hands grabbed his ankles and his body roughly pulled. His vision turned dark.

Dalton scanned the street carefully. To be caught meant death by slow torture. He maneuvered Audric behind the crates and shoved the stiletto deeper, just to be sure. The prince breathed his last and the body went limp. Dalton pulled his friend farther into the alcove and stole the royal coin purse.

“Robbed while slumming,” he murmured. “Daddy told you to stay home.”

He considered his handiwork and struck the dead royal several times in the face. “Better.”

He considered taking the signet ring but this was a body he wanted identified. "I just hope you're found before bloat renders you unrecognizable."


Chapter 6

The rough stone was cold enough to make Billy’s jaw ache but it was the driving rain that woke him. He lay on his side as wind and water whipped his small frame. Lightning flared and instant thunder boomed. In the brief light, he learned he was inside a large circle of stone, surrounded by a low wall.

His clothing was soaked, which told him he’d been unconscious for a while. The screaming wind threatened to freeze him and spasms wracked his body. He looked over the wall into a vast darkness. Lightning flashed again and thunder knocked the boy flat. He pulled his jacket over his head and curled into a tiny ball.
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When he awoke a second time, the storm had abated. A cold mist drifted from a dismal sky. He no longer shivered, his body exhausted. He lay still a long time and then tried to stand, discovering he still held the strange book in his aching arms. Clearly not as delicate as he thought, the book appeared unscathed. He shook water from the pages and lumbered to his feet. He stood atop a high tower. Below, lush forest extending in every direction.

This cannot be.

He took a step towards the wall and a block tilted under his boot. He saw pitted and blackened stone everywhere. Harsh weather had ravaged this spire for centuries.

His stomach growled.

He dug a breakfast bar and a bottle of water from his backpack, thankful the nylon was virtually waterproof. He wrapped the book in a spare T-shirt, shaking the remaining water drops off first.

He moved to the parapet and gazed across vast, green treetops. Leaning showed him the base of the tower was circled by tall grasses, split by a single trail. Far beyond the dense forest, he saw a dirt road.

“This is not possible,” he said.

The damp air was fresh and the scent of pine strong. He investigated an opening across the roof and discovered stairs following the inside curve of the tower wall. He began a cautious descent, testing each step first.

Am I dreaming? Is this England? Ireland? His heart flipped inside his chest. How far away is my mother?

The steps led to an empty level with another opening on the far side. He carefully continued his climb down. Centuries of rain had poured into the tower and everything was moldy and slick.

At last he reached the ground floor. Smashed furniture cluttered this level and grass grew between flagstones. A large archway opened onto the tall grass he’d seen from above. He angled for the exit.

Claws scratching stone made him stop. A wolf’s head, as big as his torso and covered in jet-black fur, peered around the corner. Brilliant yellow eyes pierced him.

Billy froze.

The beast took a few tentative steps and sniffed the air, and then entered the room. Billy gasped. The wolf was huge, larger by far than the wolves he’d seen at the Bronx zoo. This creature, heavily muscled beneath a coat of wiry black fur, was as large as a bear. The monster took several deliberate steps towards the boy, growling, and Billy backed away.

“Easy,” Billy mumbled. Cold sweat trickled from his armpits.

“Her growl is scary,” said a young voice. “But she won’t hurt you unless you try to hurt me.”

A thin girl, blonde, about Billy's age, turned the corner and entered the room. Her clothing was dirty rags, knotted to keep them in place. A bulging canvas knapsack hung around a shoulder. Her filthy hair dangled in strands, her blue eyes wide. Billy noted her right arm ended in a gnarled scar at the wrist.

Billy found his voice. “I won’t hurt you. What’s your name? Where am I?” She ignored his questions for one of her own, “Did the storm bring you?” “Yes. Where am I?”
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“What’s your name?”

“William Tate. Billy. What’s your name?”

“Bast.” She looked the boy up and down. “You wear strange clothes.”

“Jacket, jeans, T-shirt, and boots? What’s strange about that? Every city kid wears basically the same thing.”

She shook her head. “How did the storm carry you?”

“I read a book and the ground dropped away and I woke up here. Where am I?” She approached with the wolf at her side. As she drew close, he saw beneath

the filth she was covered with scars of all shapes and sizes. He kept his face blank. “This is Cinder,” she said, jabbing the stub of her right arm at the wolf. “My

brother, Bin, will be along shortly. Why did the storm bring you to this tower?” “Where am I?”

“Piltower, east of BattleBay. Where are you from?” Cinder dropped to the ground at Bast’s feet and settled in. “New York. Do you know where that is?” “No.”

Billy watched the huge wolf.

“Is this…Earth?” he asked.

“This is EmberEarth,” she replied. “Are you a wizard?” “No, I’m a student.”

“But you came here from another place by reading a spell.” “Yes.”

“Wizard in training, then?”

“No, I’m a student. What is this place? I can’t be here. My mom is sick.” “Then you should go home.”

Billy clenched his hands into fists. He took a deep breath.

“You need a wizard,” Bast said.

“You have wizards here?”

“No, not anymore.”

Defeated, Billy gave her a blank stare. He shielded his eyes from the light rain and looked to the tower top.

“Let’s find my twin brother,” she suggested. “He may have some ideas. He can ease your distress.” Bast held Cinder by the chin and gazed into the beast’s large yellow eyes. “Bin,” she said.

Cinder trotted away, into the forest, soon out of sight.

“Will he be all right?”

Bast grinned. “She. Yes.”

“Will your brother help me get home? My mother is sick.”

“I cannot tell you. I know of no place called New York, but he may. Your clothing and speech are strange and honestly, if I found you anyplace other than Piltower, I would ask my brother to use his gift on you. But I did find you here and that most likely means something. Great and terrible things happened here, eons ago, and now I worry great and terrible things will happen again.”

“What do you mean?”

“A great battle took place here. Legend says the wizard who built this tower, Haylan Pil, changed our world forever. Most shun the place which is why my brother
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and I chose to live close. A storm delivered you, which is strange, so I suspect these events mean something, but I have no idea what.”

He looked again at the tower. Dreadful signs of conflict marred the stones; broken and burnt rock, deep slashes, smashed masonry. He felt something hard under his boot and dropped his gaze to the thick green grass. Where his foot mashed the blades, he found the head of a small iron spike, about the size of his finger, glowing faintly green. He pulled the rusted nail from the ground and was surprised to discover the object radiated heat.

Footsteps brought his head up. A boy resembling Bast trotted towards the tower, knapsack bouncing as he jogged. His right arm ended in a twisting scar too. Cinder lay at the girl’s feet but growled at Billy.

“Billy, meet my brother, Bin.”

Billy smiled nervously and gave a quick chin jerk of acknowledgement. Bin studied Billy and then turned his attention to Bast. The siblings shared a knowing look.

“May I touch your face?” Bin asked.

Billy stepped back. “Why?”

“I’ll not harm you, but Cinder growled. We need to know.”

“Know what?”

“Know you.”

Billy threw his hands in the air. “Neither of you ever make sense,” he complained. “I cannot be here. I want to go home. This can’t be happening. You aren’t real.”

Bin scoffed. “But we are, and I’ll help you if you let me.” “To help me you need to touch my face?” “Yes.”

Billy considered his choices. "Fine."

Bin placed his palm against the boy’s forehead and hummed a soft song, closing his eyes. Billy felt another presence enter his mind. His discomfort grew with each heartbeat until Bin withdrew.

“He’s true,” Bin declared. “He is filled with strange images; bizarre places and peoples, and he carries a heavy burden of sorrow, but no malice.”

Bast smiled at the news and gave Billy an awkward hug. The wolf raised her head to watch.

“Let’s take him to camp,” Bast said. “I’m hungry and Cinder is too. We’ll talk there, away from open spaces.” She lifted Cinder’s chin and said: “Camp,” and Cinder rose and led the way. Bast and Bin followed. Billy dropped the iron spike into his pocket and tagged along too.

Camp turned out to be a hut of cut branches woven between trunks. Three sleeping mats of piled pine needles covered with thatch served as mattress. A small fire pit with a log for sitting sat to one side. Once they settled in, Bin asked the boy to share his story. Billy had felt strangely calm since Bin searched his mind. He started slowly but the longer he talked, the more he felt the need to talk. He told them everything; from his mother’s sudden mysterious illness a year ago to his arrival atop Piltower. The siblings paid close attention.

“My mother is all I have left,” Billy said. “She’s my whole world. I must save her. I must cure her. I was searching when I found that book. You know the rest.”
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Bin smiled broadly. “Your plan to save her worked, my friend. The book brought you here. Bast and I can heal anyone, body and soul. Your instincts were true.”

“You’re healers? But, your scars? Your missing hands? I don’t mean to be rude but I see the old wounds you carry. If you’re healers, why not heal yourselves?”

Bin lifted his shoulders half an inch and let them drop. “We cannot. Our gift works for others. We take their suffering but we cannot take our own. Bast heals the body and I heal the heart.” He held his stump in the light. “Hunger made us thieves for a time,” he continued. “But we were caught and paid the price. Read again from your book, William, and take us to your mother. You deserve our help. I saw into you.”

Billy unwrapped the book. “The first passage is more complex,” he told Bin. “I’m saying something wrong. There are symbols I have no sound for. The second passage is easy. That’s what sent me here.”

“Coming is easier than going,” Bast said.

Billy nodded. “So much has gone wrong,” he said. His lips trembled. Tears flowed before he could stop them. Deep breaths led to wracking sobs. His throat constricted as he cried. “I’ve pushed so hard and all my efforts are lost. My mother’s going to die, alone, while I’m stuck here.”

Bin placed a hand on Billy’s shoulder and pulled him into a partial hug. As Billy wept, Bin began to softly hum.

Calming warmth radiated through Billy’s chest. His mind relaxed, his fears drained away. He became aware of deep exhaustion. Bin held the boy loosely until Billy shed his final tears.

“Go sleep,” Bin said.

Billy took two steps towards the sleeping mats and was deeply asleep before his body stopped moving.

In the morning, a broad, wet tongue across his face woke him. He opened his eyes to find Cinder inches away, staring, yellow eyes burning. Behind the wolf, Bast prepared breakfast over a small fire.

“My brother and I discussed plans,” Bast said when she saw he was awake. “We’ll take you to Kultho. In such a large city, someone can help you read your book. Wizards are no more but we still have linguists and scholars. Surely someone can help. EmberEarth is vast and without our guidance, you’d soon be lost.”

Billy took the metal plate she offered, thanked her, and stared at the blackened chunk of animal flesh and odd greens.

“Why would you do that?”

“You have great need and a true heart," Bin said. “Thank you,” Billy said. “How will we get to Kultho?” “Walk,” Bast said.

Billy nodded thoughtfully. “How long will that take?”

“Many weeks,” Bin answered. “Lecanum is closer but we are not welcome there, so time is added to our trip. We know you worry for your mother so we will hurry.”

Billy groaned. “Many weeks?”

“Yes. But the road is open and well-traveled.” Billy caught the implication. “Will we be safe?” Bast laughed. “We have Cinder.”

The huge wolf looked up when she heard her name.
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For days, the group had the same routine; wake, eat, walk, eat, sleep. The clouds overhead kept the days cool. Whenever they needed meat, Bast took Cinder by the chin and said: “Hunt.” Cinder always returned with a deer or racoon or some other forest creature clamped in her powerful jaws. The siblings quickly field dressed the carcasses and Bast handed out any extra meat, salted, to be packed away for later. The shrubs and bushes of the forest provided a wide variety of nuts and berries as well.

Once, Cinder returned bleeding from a gash which ran from her chest to her shoulder. A broken antler protruded from beneath a shoulder blade. Billy watched in marvel as an anguished Bast removed the spike and placed her hand over the injury. The girl began a low, singsong chant, like the one he’d heard Bin sing, but Bast’s voice was angelic; crystalline and pure.

As the laceration slowly closed on the wolf, the wound appeared on Bast. She gasped but kept her hand in place, singing. Within minutes Cinder’s wound closed and then shortly after, Bast’s did too, leaving the girl exhausted.

Billy was stunned. “How do you do that?”

“What do you mean?” she replied, her voice weak.

"How do you heal?"

Bast looked confused. “How do you see?”

“With my eyes.”

“No, that answers with what, but not how. You just open your eyes and see. We were born able to do this, as you were born with sight. We simply can.”

He turned to her brother. “And you heal the heart?” “Yes.”

“Like what?”

“Insanity. Fear...Grief.”

Grief. There was meaning in the way Bin said the word, Billy realized. He means in case I am too late to save my mother.

One night a break in the clouds revealed a single moon like the one Billy knew, but much larger and with fewer craters. The bright globe rose rapidly, as wide as Billy's open hand. Stars filled the sky but fewer than Earth.

Their routine continued; a tall wall of pine, maple, and birch trees on the right and high bluegrass plains on the left. Billy was thankful for his excellent boots.

The sun was low when Cinder stopped and growled softly. The twins instantly dropped to a knee but Bast had to tug Billy down. For long minutes, nobody moved. Then, on the road far ahead, Billy saw what Cinder smelled; manlike creatures, but taller and more heavily muscled and wearing animal hides over chitinous emerald skin. Two shambled down the road towards them. For now, the setting sun in their eyes hid Billy and the others.

“Jade ogres,” Bin said, crawling from the road into the tall bluegrass. "Come." Bast held Cinder’s chin and mumbled a few words and then followed her brother,

but Billy stood rooted, trembling. Bast grabbed his sleeve and yanked him off the road.

Cinder stood her ground, fangs bared.

When the ogres saw the monstrous wolf, they slowed. Cinder growled and lowered her head, legs gathered for a leap.
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Billy, peering through the stalks, could not take his eyes from the nightmarish creatures. They carried curved sword at the hip and daggers crossed on the chest. Small tusks curled out from their lower jaw.

The ogres gave the wolf wide berth, entering the grass on the far side before continuing down the road. Once they vanished, the children emerged.

“What are jade ogres?” Billy asked, shaken.

“Foul beasts,” Bast replied. “Cowardly in small numbers but brave in groups. Let’s camp in the forest tonight. There may be more.”

“Would they kill us?” Billy asked.

“Most likely,” Bin said. “There are civilized races, like humans, dwarves, the Valese, and others. But there are uncivilized too, and in greater number. Jade ogres are but one. I doubt we’ll see many uncivilized if we stick to roads and cities, but out in the true wild, you might meet anything.”

Billy sat on the road. Cinder licked his face.

“They carried swords,” Billy breathed. “Swords. That's crazy. They were so strong. We’d have no chance.”


Chapter 7

The next day dawned clear. Warm breezes swirled. They’d been walking in silence for hours when Billy spoke.

“What happened to your parents?”

Bin shrugged.

Bast said: “We’ve known only each other. No memories of family. My earliest recollections are the alleys of Lecanum.”

“Someone raised you. How did you meet Cinder?”

Bast’s face softened. “As a pup. Frightened townspeople killed her mother and tried to kill her, too. They shot her with arrows and left her for dead. She was in terrible pain. I held her in my arms and sang my song, but healing her hurt me so much. She stayed by my side while I recovered. From that moment, she was mine and I was hers. Over the years I’ve healed her many times, though not as many as she's saved my life.”

“Is that why you have so many scars?”

“Some came from healings. For a time, I healed for money, but that never ends well. Most are from fighting to stay alive.”

“Life on EmberEarth is hard.”

“Yes.”

“I thought my life was hard but I had escalators and vending machines. I had a bed and rule of law and crosswalks. I had antibiotics. I’ve known loss too but I’ve never had to fight to stay alive. Not once. You battle daily. You have monsters walking around with naked blades and the threat of instant death.”

Billy looked at the wide blue sky, the trees bending in the breeze, the tall grass. “So much has happened so fast," he continued. "Have I truly left Earth? I

recognize those evergreens. I’ve seen that kind of tree in New York. Your clouds look like my clouds. So much is the same. I can’t explain those green monsters, and I can’t explain giant wolves, and I can’t explain little girls who heal with a touch, unless I’m dreaming.”
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“You’re not dreaming, friend,” Bin said.

Billy looked around. He slapped his own cheek. “No, I’m not.” “So what do you do now?” Bast asked.

“Nothing. How can I deny what my senses say?” He plucked a blade of grass and examined the stalk closely, pulling the fibers apart. “I have realistic dreams but nothing like this. I’m forced to accept this is real.”

Ahead several paces, Cinder growled and dropped her head close to the ground. All three children fell to a knee. In the distance, where the road emerged from a stand of trees, a large group of Jade Ogres sauntered down the path, loud and clumsy, confident in their numbers.

“We must hide,” Bin whispered. “That's too many. They will not fear Cinder.” “Where?” Bast asked.

Across the open field a pile of jagged stone reached into the sky, surrounded by boulders and trees.

“There,” Bin said. “We can hide amongst those rocks. If they see us, we climb and have higher ground.”

“Higher ground?” Billy said.

“In case we are forced to fight.”

Billy’s mouth went dry. Fighting was something he never considered.

Bin led them into the high grass and they ran towards the jutting spike of granite. They crossed the field rapidly, the ground slowly rising. As they entered the trees, a loud cry came from the road.

“They saw us,” Bin hissed. “Climb. Fast.”

The four companions raced up the hill. As the incline increased, Billy’s lungs burned. The soft soil gave way to packed earth and then jarring rock. They scrambled over bare stone. Cinder began to struggle. Guttural shouts of glee rose from the trees below. Fear fired Billy’s gut. His chest tightened. As he clambered over rocks, he noticed some were loose. He stopped long enough to send a boulder tumbling down the hill, rewarded by a sharp cry of pain from below.

“Good idea,” Bast said.

She and Bin joined him, pushing every loose boulder they passed. The ogres fell back. The children reached a rocky shelf.

“You must leave with Cinder," Bast told her brother. "Head down the backside of this hill and run. Billy and I will climb the highest spire and hold their attention. They are stupid and will stay with us, believing they have us trapped.”

“Cinder is yours. I stay and you run.”

“No, you and Cinder run faster than them, I don't. They are too big and heavily armored to climb this spire. We have food and water. They'll grow bored and leave. Billy and I will find you in Kultho. Find the blacksmith closest to the harbor and watch for us.”

Bin wrestled with the terrible choice. He gave a nod. Brother and sister hugged.

Bin jogged away. Bast knelt before Cinder.

“Bin,” she instructed.

Cinder held her gaze.

“Bin,” she said again, firmly.

Cinder whimpered.

“Bin,” Bast pleaded.
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Cinder licked her face and trotted away, catching Bin and keeping pace. She watched Bin and Cinder get smaller as they moved down the hill.

"We climb," she told Billy.

Billy could hardly breathe. His mouth was parched. "I'm afraid," he said. "Me too."

They climbed the rough spire easily and soon reached the summit, a flattened circle several paces across, covered with loose rocks and gravel.

"This reminds me of Piltower," Billy said.

He circled the pinnacle, discovering an ogre climbing the boulders below. He gathered a few rocks and hurled them, smashing the ogre's hand on his second try. The creature retreated, joining his companions under the trees.

"Get more rocks ready," Billy said.

Soon the green monsters worked up their courage and began their ascent, moving over the tumbled landscape with ease. Billy gave Bast a hard look.

“So much for too big and too armored,” he said.

Bast said nothing.

“You knew they could climb,” he said.

“We climb faster than ogres. Let them get near the top and then we slip away down the backside and lose them in the high grasses.”

Billy looked over the edge again and noted the ogres had spread out, each climbing the tower from a different side. Panic giggled in the back of his mind. One ogre was closer than the others. Billy grabbed a rock as big as his head and heaved. The stone smashed the ogre’s shoulder and the beast howled.

“If we can't drive them away,” he said, "We can make sure they arrive hurt." “Every minute gives Bin and Cinder more distance.”

The kids showered pain on the creatures, driving them back to the tree line. The monsters screamed in rage. The kids raced side to side, launching every rock they could. Before long they began to run low.

"I need to dig up more," Billy said. “Find us an easy path down.” Bast heard fear in his voice. “We’ll be okay,” she said.

Billy gave her a weak smile. He dropped to his knees and began digging. He set two aside and started on a third when beneath the dirt he felt something cold and smooth. He dug at this new object, quickly revealing an iron bar. He pawed dirt and discovered the bar was part of a larger frame. He furiously scooped dirt and gravel, revealing a trapdoor set with an iron ring. The metal was rusted and pitted but looked sturdy. He tugged the ring, lifting the door a sliver. Cold air blasted him. He banged the hinges with a rock, jarring sand and rust, and tugged the ring again. The door opened wider, squealing loudly, exposing rungs set in a rocky shaft swallowed by darkness.

Bast spun at the noise. “What was that?”

“A way out, hopefully,” Billy said. “Forget about them. Help me open this.”

They cleared the hinges of sand and grit. Both gripped the ring and pulled hard, desperate to widen the opening. The trapdoor screeched but lifted enough for their small frames.

“I’ll go first,” she said, raising the stump of her right hand. “If I fall, no reason to take us both.”
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They dropped their backpacks and listened for the thump. Bast wiggled her legs and Billy helped, nervously eyeing the lip of the summit, expecting an angry green face any moment. When her feet found a rung, she slipped through. Billy followed. He tugged with his weight but could not shut the trapdoor from below.

“Forget the door,” she said. “They won't fit. They'll throw rocks, so climb fast.” “What is this place?” Billy asked.

“The Lofty Reaches have been worked for generations. This is probably an air shaft. I bet we find a mine at the bottom.”

The kids fell silent as they concentrated on climbing. Long minutes stretched out as focused on moving hands and feet. At last the trapdoor shrieked as the monsters forced the hinges, bellowing in frustration to see their enemies escape. A few rocks clattered down the shaft.

“How much farther?” Billy asked.

“I have no idea,” Bast said. “All I see is black. We’re deeper than ground level.” Above, the ogres howled with rage and slammed the door shut. As the light cut

off, blackness enveloped the children. They continued the climb by feel. When Bast missed a rung, she yelped and jabbed a foot, relieved to discover rock flooring. She stepped away from the rungs and helped Billy gain his feet, then searched the darkness to find their packs.

“Hold this,” she said, placing a small torch in his hand.

A spark flared, and then another. The boy wished he’d brought a lighter from home. The third spark caught and Billy held the torch over his head. They stood in an alcove with a rough tunnel running left and right.

“Kultho lies to the left,” Bast said.

“Sounds good.”

“Let’s check food and water. We may be underground a while. The ogres will block that door.”

Billy held the torch while Bast rummaged their packs. She held up Billy’s bottled water, amazed, but skipped over the breakfast bars.

“Those are food,” he said, nudging one with a toe. He waited while she performed quick calculations.

“Cinder hunted well and we have a surprising amount of food,” she said. “But I’m worried about water. We are out of the sun so that helps but we’ll need a spring if we’re down here too long. The miners must have had a source.”

“So we eat and drink sparingly.”

“Yes. If these are old mining tunnels they will lead back to the surface, somewhere, eventually.”

She took the torch to lead the way but Billy stopped.

“You have incredible courage,” he said. “You were so calm up there.” She patted his hand. “Never lose hope until hope is lost.”

The floor seemed level but sometimes gravity pulled as if they walked downhill. Chisel marks showed how the tunnel had been widened by hand. Sometimes they kicked old mining tools in the dark. He stooped to a sharp metal claw, which he kept. They marched until their legs gave out. Billy longed for his bike. They stopped to rest but quickly began again, eager to find Bin and Cinder. Occasionally another tunnel ran off and they followed several before realizing these were failed mining attempts. Billy
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scratched an arrow into the walls in case they got turned around. Exhausted at day’s end, they fell into a deep sleep. When they woke, they had a meager breakfast and sipped water.

Another day fell like the first. They marched for hours until Bast heard a distant roar of water. They hurried and the sound grew louder and the air cool and moist.

They entered a large chamber with dozens of tunnels radiating in every direction. Archaic mining equipment lay strewn, abandoned centuries earlier. Pickaxes, shovels, sledgehammers, and buckets, every tool needed to rob a mountain of her riches, discarded in haste near massive piles of rock. The chamber had a ceiling lost in darkness and from that darkness fell the murky waters of an underground river. Billy tasted copper in the air and said so. In the center of the room was a huge pit and the plummeting fount roared passed them into oblivion.

“I thought we were closer to the surface,” Bast yelled.

“Me too.”

She held the torch high, expanding the circle of light, trying to guess which of the many exits led to the surface. The roaring water gleamed red and black. In the light, she noticed the misty air moved towards a nearby passageway.

“If the air moves this direction," she shouted, "I say we follow.” “Good idea,” Billy said.

Before they moved, a piercing metallic creak echoed from across the pit.

Bast extinguished her torch, plunging them into darkness again, and pulled Billy into a small alcove. Awkward footsteps sounded in the darkness, thumping as they drew closer. Billy’s chest tightened and he struggled to breathe. To run in this gloom meant certain death, but every instinct told him to flee. A jangle of chains followed by the scrape of leather placed their unseen foe close and drawing closer. The footsteps stopped an arm's length in front of them.

The man’s elderly whisper was as soft as dust: “Who?” Billy felt his body break into sweat.

“Who?” the voice said again, stronger. “Show yourself.” The children remained frozen.

“I can wait forever,” the old voice promised.

Billy found Bast’s hand in the dark and tapped the torch against her leg. She hesitated and then passed the steel and flint. Soon light filled their small area.

An ancient dwarf stood before them, as broad as he was tall. The creature’s eyes were white orbs, crusty and shriveled. The warrior wore chainmail coif and hauberk, but many times too big for him. He may have been powerful in his youth but now, gaunt and shrunken, he looked pitiful. He held a small double headed ax in one trembling hand, and wore a buckler on the wrist of the other.

“You’re blind,” Billy stated.

The old head swung around. “I am.”

“What are you doing down here?”

“I stand guard. You sound like a child. Why are you here?”

“We’re lost,” Bast offered.

“Another child.”

“Yes. Can you tell us how to get to the surface?” she asked. “What do you guard?” Billy interrupted. “The mine looks dead.”
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“The mine is dead," the old dwarf said. "The mine died when magic died. But magic will return and the mine will be priceless. I await the day.”

Billy scanned the crumbling walls, looking for veins of precious metals.

“Can you tell us the way out?” Bast asked.

The old dwarf listened to something only he could hear. After a few moments, he aimed a withered arm across the chamber at one of the tunnels.

“There. At the first fork take a right, at the second, left. Walk for many days.” “Thank you,” Bast said.

“Can we do anything for you?” Billy asked.

The dwarf stood tall. “I guard.”

Unsure what to say, the kids shambled across the chamber. Billy stopped and turned back. “What’s your name?” “Oswald,” the old dwarf rumbled. “Clan Bearskin.”

“Good to meet you, Oswald. I’m Billy and she’s Bast. Are you hungry? We don't have much but we'll share.”

“I’m fine lad, thank you. I wish you good luck, and yes, you can drink from the pools, but avoid the water which falls in this room. Also, beware the lava golems. They are slow and dull and you are young and swift, but you must get beyond them to return to the surface and they need but one touch.”

Billy waved goodbye and then felt foolish. Bast tugged his sleeve and they put the ancient dwarf behind them.

“I feel terrible leaving him there,” she said.

“Me too. He looks so forlorn. I wonder what makes this mine priceless?”


Chapter 8

After endless hours, they came to the first fork. They went right and followed a continuous downward tube for two days. The air turned moist again and hours later the tunnel opened into a large cave packed with stalactites, stalagmites, and countless pools of fresh, cold water. Wild colors and patterns stained the rock. The kids laughed.

“These must be the pools Oswald meant,” he said.

They drank deeply and refilled canteens and water bottles. They ate and rested, sharing childhood stories, and then began again, reluctantly putting the delightful colored chamber behind them. Eventually, the ground grew uneven and the tunnel walls coarse. The temperature climbed steadily until rocks steamed. The air grew thick. The passageway gradually expanded and soon they walked through a cavern. The heat was unbearable. They turned a corner and thin red veins of glowing lava flowed down the walls like sap. Tiny cracks in the floor and ceiling glowed orange and the stench of sulfur made breathing difficult. Steam rose from fissures and a stream of fresh lava flowed along a far wall before plunging through the floor. The cave narrowed ahead and the twisting path became a tunnel again on the far side.

“We should tighten our packs,” Billy said. “We may have to run to get through this awful place.”

Ahead, they heard rocks grinding against each other and a strange shuffling which grew louder. They took cover behind some boulders. In the glow from the lava, they saw movement in the tunnel ahead. A large shape drew near.
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The brute entered their cave. He was a collection of rocks and lava glued together in a vaguely humanoid shape, the creature shambled along the path, both feet always connected to the ground, scattering small dollops of lava which burned wherever they landed. The creature hunted, head scanning slowly side to side, twin pools of shimmering red for eye sockets. The children hid until the monster passed and then bolted for the opening. At the sound of their flight, the creature mixed and merged and took shape again facing them, immediately shuffling in pursuit. Billy stopped to throw a rock and his missile broke through a crust and was swallowed, the monster unaffected. The beast drew back an arm and then whipped a hand forward, launching a sizzling blob of magma to slam the wall near Billy’s head. Scattered droplets burned his arm.

“Run!” Billy yelled.

They sprinted without looking back. They darted through more volcanic chambers, molten rock flowing and vents of sulfur and ash clouding the air. Bast saw movement in the shadows but concentrated on running. Slowly, the grinding sounds of pursuit fell away. They slowed to a jog but kept moving.

“Did you notice the others?” she asked, panting.

“No.” Billy’s legs trembled with fatigue.

“Dozens,” she said. "They looked like boulders but then moved. I’ve never been so frightened.”

They slowed to a trot. The stench of sulfur faded. The tunnel smoothed again and at the next fork, they went left, on and on until their legs gave out.

“I must stop,” Billy said, dropping to the rocky floor. “We’re far enough away.” Bast collapsed next to him, breathing hard. They leaned against the cold tunnel

wall. Bast rested her head on Billy’s shoulder.

They awoke in the same position.

When they were ready, they continued. They had no sense of day or night. They slept when tired and ate when hungry. After a mind-numbing length of time, they came upon a small cave with water seeping from multiple fissures and collecting in small pools. They replenished their supply. They slept and then resumed their hike.

They’d been walking in silence for hours, eyes down, conserving strength, when Billy noted a glimmer of sunlight far ahead. They hurried and discovered two large slabs of rock had collapsed and blocked most of the tunnel, but left a fissure which opened to the sky. They climbed the fallen stone and stepped at last into beautiful sunlight. Billy shouted with joy and danced a weak jig and Bast raised a tired fist.

“At last,” she breathed.

She surveyed the terrain.

“From the top I can get my bearings,” she said, gazing into the sky.

They ate a quick meal and then wearily climbed the mountainside. The bright sunlight and cool air raised their spirits. From the mountaintop, Bast shielded her eyes and made a slow turn. Billy marveled at the panorama spread before him; craggy mountains sloping to rolling hills and then grassy plains beneath a crystalline blue sky.

“We are in the foothills of the Lofty Reaches,” Bast said. “Southeast of Kultho. No point trying to reach the road again. Better to hike overland.”

“You’ve been there before?”
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“Once, years ago. A rich man paid me to heal his daughter. He brought me from Lecanum. When he saw my gift, he imprisoned me. My brother and Cinder helped me escape.”

“What happened to the man?”

“Cinder.”

Billy shivered. "Does your brother read minds?”

“No, he reads emotions and their cause but not read thoughts, not directly. He gets a sense of your needs. He learns character, but he cannot hear your thoughts in the same way you hear them. He can be surprised and he can be deceived.”

“Are people like you common here?”

“No. We’ve never met anyone like us. I’ve heard there were sorcerers on EmberEarth, long ago, with powers like ours, but The Rending ended that.”

“The Rending?”

“The Time of Breaking. The end of magic. Legends say mages warred for control of three books which revealed the very heart of magic. Many say the books should never have been written. Piltower was home to the final battle. After, rains came for a generation and no blue sky was seen on EmberEarth. Many things died. There was more death than life. The survivors clawed their way back over the centuries until today we once again have blue skies and trees and roads, but no magic. No magic ever.”

“Your world is harsh.”

Bast shrugged. A brisk mountain breeze blew her filthy hair. She swept her hand in a grand gesture to the hills and plains below. “Harsh, yet so very beautiful.”


Chapter 9

Eight days later they reached the western edge of Lake Tanin. Bast squealed with delight.

“Our path under the mountains saved us five days,” she said.

The countryside here was rolling hills and shorter grasses mixed with shrubs. Billy removed his boots and walked barefoot. The occasional tree, oak now instead of pine, provided shade when they rested. Billy smiled as he strolled, feeling happy for the first time in a long time. He laughed out loud. After a while, he noticed Bast smiling too.

“What’s funny?”

“You. Your feet are large for such a small boy.”

“Yeah, I’ve always been teased about that. My earliest memories are my brother and sisters teasing me about my feet.”

“You have siblings? How many?”

“Had. One brother and two sisters. They died with my dad in a car crash when I was young. I remember little. I was sick that day so my mom stayed home with me. That’s why we're both alive.”

Billy stopped to look at his large feet.

“If she's still alive.”

They hiked in silence until Bast asked what a car was. When Billy explained, she went on to ask about escalators and crosswalks and a hundred other words Billy had used which held no meaning for her. He patiently described his world.

Two days later they saw Kultho on the horizon.
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They wasted a day finding the correct blacksmith because there were three. Cinder was the difference. When the wind shifted, Cinder caught Bast’s scent and ran down the street barking wildly. The city inhabitants fled in terror before the huge wolf but Bast recognized the sound and the two joyfully reunited. Bast told her brother their subterranean tale and Bin explained he and Cinder had made excellent time and arrived in Kultho a week ago. The city watch had been alerted to the boy with the giant wolf.

“Stay alert," Bin said. "The city watch hates street kids.” He faced Billy. “I found a scribe who can help you.”

The foursome wove through the twists and turns of back streets and alleys.

"This city is huge," Billy said.

"This city is dangerous," Bast replied. "When gold was discovered in the Lofty Reaches, Kultho expanded rapidly. That's why this city has no center. There's a king but the merchants truly rule."

“That’s the place,” Bin said.

"Here I go," Billy said.

Cinder dropped her head and growled.

“Wait,” Bast said.

A tall, gray cloaked man exited the shop. Cinder growled again.

“What’s the problem?” Billy asked.

“Cinder knows danger. She senses threat. She’s trying to warn us about that man. I believe her and you should too.”

“I need my book translated," Billy said.

“Cinder says that shop is not safe," Bin said.

“For how long?”

“Until the shop is safe,” Bin replied.

Anguish twisted Billy's face. He sat in the dirt with his head in his hands. Cinder remained alert. Soon the gray cloak returned. From the front, they saw he wore a mask of black lace around his eyes.

“Is there another shop we can try?” Billy asked.

“There is,” Bin said. “But wait here. I'll check.”

When Bin returned, he looked worried. “No good,” he said. “Another gray cloak waits there. What do they want? Who sets men to watch a scribe? Do they hunt your book? How do they know?”

How do they know? Billy wondered. An image of the green nail he found at Piltower popped into his head. He dug the spike from his backpack. Still warm.

"What's that?" Bast asked.

“I found this when I first arrived," Billy said. "Hidden in the grass at Piltower.” "You're wondering if that was placed to watch for the book's return," Bast said. "Yes. That would explain how they knew, and how they followed us here."

Bin took the nail from Billy. A flatbed carriage sat at the end of the alley and Bin dropped the nail into a split in the wood. “We must wait to enter that shop,” he said. “Hopefully the Gray Robes will leave soon.”

“Let’s make camp outside the city," Bast said. "We need to think.”

They left town and found a small glade where a stream emptied into Lake Tanin. Bin made a hut from branches and Bast dug a small fire pit. The twins were ready to settle in but Billy said he needed to walk.
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“I have too much energy. I’ll avoid the scribe but I want to see Kultho.”

“Sunset is two hours,” Bin cautioned. “I recommend you are back before then.” “I will be.”

Billy was glad to be away. A few hours where nothing happened would be great. The city was a maze of streets and alleys but the highest peak in the Lofty

Reaches was visible from everywhere. If he got lost, aiming for the snowcapped summit would bring him to camp. He noticed several abandoned churches as he wandered, each with different symbols and idols. The city was densely populated and he maneuvered through the crowds. Humans and animals mixed without rules. Everyone kept to themselves. Nobody gave him a second look.

Soon his wandering brought him to a large flea market near the docks packed with colorful stalls. The square was crammed with people; human and animal odors mixed and left him dizzy. Armed men wearing blue and white armor watched the crowd from the edges.

As he passed a table selling jewelry, Billy heard a man accusing a little boy of theft. The child looked bewildered and held his palms open.

“I stole nothing!” he squawked. “Leave me alone. I’m going home.”

“My turquoise amulet!” the merchant screamed. “I saw you eyeing that piece! I’ll have your hand!”

The man lunged at the boy. Billy saw a flash of teal in the dirt between tables.

“Your jewelry fell to the ground,” Billy yelled, pointing.

The little boy dodged the merchant but the crowd prevented his escape. The merchant ignored Billy and signaled an older, brutish, heavyset boy.

“Catch him, Brub,” the shopkeeper ordered. “Have the city watch take his hand. Decent people don’t want orphans around here.”

“I’m not an orphan!” the child squealed.

Billy stepped between the little boy and the merchant. He pointed to the necklace in the dirt. “The child stole noth—“

Before Billy could finish, Brub seized his jacket and heaved him off his feet, dropping him hard on his back. The brute grabbed the little boy by the tunic and pulled back a fist.

A grinning, wild looking young man darted from the crowd. He had long, dirty brown hair and lacked shirt or shoes, wearing only filthy pants many sizes too large, held in place by a belt of rope. Before Brub completed his swing, Wild Man hit him on the eye, snapping his head back. The thug stumbled, releasing the child and Wild Man, with hands too fast to follow, struck him three more times, twice in the throat and once in the stomach. The older boy crumpled, gasping and retching.

“A gold to any man that catches him!” the merchant yelled, pointing at Wild Man. Several men left the crowd to close. Wild Man snatched Billy and the little boy by the arm, shoving them towards an alley.

“Run!” he yelled.

Billy took the little boy’s hand and ran, forcing his way through the crowd. Behind him the reckless young man connected a hard swing to an older man's chin, knocking him unconscious. Men from the crowd moved closer. Wild Man laughed once and then turned serious, watching his opponents carefully. When a man lunged for him, he
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exploded in a fury of kicks and hits, clearing a space and then running for the alley. He caught Billy and the boy quickly.

"Thanks," Billy said, panting. "What's your name?"

"Call me Gouge," the dirty youth said.

The men from the crowd stopped chasing and turned back. Billy and his companions reached the end of the alley.

"Stop," a deep voice commanded.

A city watchman, blue and white armor gleaming, stood in the middle of the street, arrow nocked and ready. "The two little ones can leave," he said. "The tall one comes with me."

“Nothing was stolen,” Billy protested. “The merchant has the jewelry. In the dirt by his foot. The little boy did nothing.”

“I don’t care about the little boy,” the watchman growled. “I want the reward for capturing him.” He aimed the arrow at Gouge.

Billy's mind raced.

"All the harbor guards know about Gouge," the watchman said. "He's always starting trouble. I'm bringing him in."

"No," Gouge chuckled. "You're not."

The guard stretched the bowstring and leaned in. "I am. I'd prefer you alive but that's not required."

The little boy whimpered, about to cry. Billy put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. A crowd began to gather.

"Now on your knees or I let fly," the guard growled.

Gouge stepped toward the guard.

"Down. Now," the man said.

Gouge took another step and the guard released his arrow. Billy tried to shout a warning but too late, the arrow was a white streak through the air. Gouge leaned away and snatched the arrow from flight, spinning on a heel to face the guard again.

Billy’s jaw dropped. “That’s not possible,” he muttered.

Gouge dropped the missile in the dirt. "You should walk away," he told the guard.

The watchman stepped forward, drawing a short sword.

"I will take that away and beat you with it," Gouge warned.

"Big man going to murder a kid," a man in the crowd yelled.

"The boy's unarmed," a woman shouted. "He's not got shirt nor shoes."

The guard eyed the mob and saw the faces of people eager to see a watchman thrashed. He sheathed his short sword, then raised a finger, pointing.

“I know you now,” he said, moving from child to Billy to Gouge. “Trash like you has no business in the market. Don’t let me see you here again.” He backed away, heading for the merchant.

Billy knelt before the young boy. “Go home,” he said.

“I didn't steal,” the child whimpered.

“I know, but stay away from that man anyway.” The boy nodded several times and ran away. Billy faced Gouge. "Do you know that little boy?” “No.”

“You risked a lot for a stranger.”
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“Not really. That guard would never have touched me.” “He had weapons. He wore armor.”

Gouge stared blankly.

“You don’t even own shoes, Gouge. Why pick a fight with a soldier?”

“The watchmen hassle street kids. The merchants pay them to. I hate bullies.” Billy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That guard might come back with friends. We

should get out of here. Are you hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Come with me. I’ll feed you.”

Billy retraced his steps through the city. As they neared the camp, Cinder rose.

“That’s a big dog," Gouge said.

Cinder trotted out to meet them. She stared at Gouge and then sniffed the air. Gouge extended a hand and the wolf rubbed her head against it. Gouge scratched a large furry ear.

"She always this friendly?"

"No," Billy said, shaking his head.

Billy introduced Gouge and was surprised at how easily the twins accepted him.

“You don’t need to touch his face?” Billy asked.

Bin gestured vaguely at a sleeping Cinder.

Gouge finished four plates of food. “Your dog is big,” he said, slipping the animal a fatty chunk of wild boar.

“Her name is Cinder," Bast replied. "She’s a Diremarsh wolf.”

Gouge stroked the wolf's fur. Billy shared the story of his trip into town and Bast asked many questions. Bin remained silent, listening, waiting until the end to ask one question.

“You caught the arrow in flight?”

“Yes. I’m faster than most people.”

Bin’s eyebrows arched. “Yeah.”

Gouge gestured at Bin's missing hand with a greasy bone “What happened to your hands?" he asked. "Did you and your sister steal something and get caught?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” Gouge fell silent.

“Who are you?” Bast asked. “There’s a lot of the wildness in you so you’re not from a city. I’d guess your parents are settlers but then why are you be in Kultho?”

Gouge looked at his empty plate. “You fed me so I owe you. I was born in a cabin on the Kalmuun border with Lecanum. My parents were pioneers. Lecanum granted them lands and rights if they'd farm. Lecanum was trying to expand her influence back then so they gave homesteads away. Kalmuun argued the land was theirs and sent soldiers to run the families off. Some soldiers got out of control and killed the farmers, including my parents. They burned the homes. I lived in the ruins but eventually made my way to Kultho. I’ve been living on the streets for a while.”

“I don’t understand,” Bast said. “Why come to the capital of the nation that killed your parents?”

“I saw them murder my parents. I saw the man that did it. I tracked him to Kultho. He was just a soldier then but he’s a lieutenant in the city watch now. I’m going to kill him and I'm going to tell him why before I do.”
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Bast frowned. "Until that day would you like to stay with us?"

“Why not?” he answered. “Why are you here?”

“I need a book translated,” Billy said.

“Easy. I’ll take you to a scribe.”

“We tried. Men in gray robes wearing black masks hover about the place, watching. I'm sure they watch for me.”

“Why would they watch a scribe? What book are they after?”

I trust him or I don’t, Billy thought. He withdrew the Book from his backpack. “This one.” He handed Gouge the tome.

Gouge opened the back cover and flipped through a few pages. “Why?”

“I believe that's one of the three Books of Power,” Bast said. “I found Billy at Piltower after a storm. He said that book brought him to this world.”

Gouge handed the book to Billy, his face grim.

Billy sighed. “Never mind, Gouge. This is too dangerous. We must find another scribe in another city.”

"I'm not afraid," Gouge said.

"I believe you," Billy said.

“How did you get your name?” Bast wondered.

“My father was a woodworker. When I left my ruined home, my only weapon was an adze, like a hatchet but with a sideways blade." Gouge grinned bashfully. "That tool leaves a special wound. I got in a lot of fights until people learned to leave me alone. When the city guard saw that kind of injury, they always came looking for me.”


Chapter 10

At breakfast, Bast mentioned they'd soon need money to buy food. “Cinder can't hunt while we stay in a city.”

“We can beg,” Billy said. "I saw rich people in town."

“City guards will beat you,” Bin said.

"Why don’t we ambush the Gray Robes?" Gouge suggested. "If we slit their throats, Billy gets his book translated and goes home.”

"That's murder," Bast said.

The kids stared at Gouge.

“Fine," Gouge said. "But life in Kultho will bring you around to my way of thinking.”

They checked every day but the men remained. One day became two and then three. They tried begging but were chased away on sight and made little. They were successful in stealing a shirt and boots for Gouge. The city watch harassed them relentlessly, threatening the dungeons and worse. They saw other children taken away but Gouge intervened, fighting while the children escaped.

In the morning, Billy suggested the group move to another city.

“The Gray Robes show no signs of giving up. We should move on without the nail and see if they still follow.”

"Where?" Bast said.

"We should go to Appacca," Gouge said. " That's a huge city, bigger than Kultho, and the capital of Apathacura. We can find anything there."
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"That sounds good," Billy said.

“We should leave today," Gouge continued. "The roads are difficult when the rains come. I’ve been there before, years ago. I’ve heard Appacca has the largest library in the world. We can take your book to them. They'll know what to do.”

“I say we leave tomorrow,” Bast said. “I’ll take Cinder to hunt far away from town. We can stuff our packs with salted meat for the journey. We can fill up on water and put this place behind us.”

Everyone agreed. She and Cinder trotted off to hunt.

"We need to steal some things for the trip," Gouge said. "I know a trick that always works. You guys act like you're fighting and when everyone looks, I grab what we need."

They moved around the city, performing their drama and collecting their treasures. For the last heist of the day, Gouge took a spot across from the stall with the twine he wanted. The square was crowded and loud, with people moving in every direction. As Bin reached the stall he smashed into Billy, who yelled at him, demanding he apologize. Most townsfolk kept to themselves but a few looked, including the merchant. Billy raised his voice and repeated his demand. A few people smiled at the squabbling children. Heads began to turn, wondering how the conflict would end.

Gouge floated by and slipped the twine into his pocket, undetected. He kept the same pace as he rounded the corner, headed for the rendezvous. Behind him, he heard Billy squeal with real panic. He turned.

A guard held the boy by the hair, waving a dagger with the other hand.

“I saw you pull the same stunt in Pinion’s Square,” the guard said. “You have an accomplice nearby, nicking things? I’m sure of it. Disgusting street trash.”

The man placed the dagger against Billy’s face, ready to slice. Gouge had reversed course, angling towards his friend. Faster than the eyes could follow, Gouge drew the officer’s short sword and rammed the weapon into the man's armpit, avoiding armor and piercing his heart. Stunned, the guard released Billy’s hair but remained standing. Gouge steered Billy towards the nearest alley. Billy looked back.

“We need to be gone when he crumbles," Gouge whispered. Billy was dazed, his face slack. “You…stabbed…him.” “Yup. Now pick up your big feet and move.”

The man collapsed as they entered the alley. A woman screamed. Gouge ignored the shouted commands to stop but turned to see how many men pursued and spied the lieutenant, red face twisted with rage. Gouge stopped and gave Billy a shove.

“Are you crazy?” Billy yelled. “He’s a grown man, fully armored, carrying a sword! He’ll kill you and then me.” Billy tugged Gouge’s arm. “Come on, you idiot! Run!”

Gouge heard the terror in Billy's voice. The lieutenant elbowed people out of the way, fighting through the crowd. Gouge watched him come.

“Gouge!” Billy pleaded. “Come on!”

"I want him dead," Gouge said.

"Kill him some other time," Billy whined. "Look at those men with him. We're trapped in an alley. If we don't run, we're both dead."

The lieutenant heaved the last townsperson out of his way and ran towards Gouge. One by one his men joined him as they cleared the crowd.

“You better appreciate this,” Gouge barked.

32


"I do," Billy said.

They turned to run, long warehouses on each side. They’d raced fifty paces when Gouge started laughing.

“Listen to the racket you make,” he panted. “Are those feet or flippers?” “I can’t help it,” Billy said. "Stop laughing.”

“Even if we lose him," Gouge chuckled. "He’ll track us by sound.” "Shut up."

They reached the end of the warehouses and darted around the corner. A jumble of small buildings lay ahead, creating a maze of streets and alleys.

“Perfect,” Gouge said. “One wrong guess and he loses us.”

Gouge led them between the structures, zigging and zagging at random. Billy’s loud footfalls echoed.

"Can't you run quietly?" Gouge said.

“I hear you,” the lieutenant yelled. “Your pitter-patter gives you away!” Gouge heard shouting ahead and knew guardsmen tightened the net. He led

Billy around corners, trying to avoid the men. Billy’s lungs burned, his legged trembled. They entered an open wharf area with the harbor on the left and warehouses on the right. Several piers lined with platform cranes extended over the water. Ropes and

heavy pulleys dangled. Nets lay drying in the sun. Bundled crates, newly arrived or readied for shipping, sat stacked along the wharf. Busy dock men went about their business, disinterested in two boys playing.

From behind, a guard shouted for them to stop. They heard his heavy footsteps pound the wood. Billy studied a crane as he ran, noticing the ropes and pulleys.

“This way!” he shouted, running onto the pier.

Gouge followed but then stopped abruptly, breathing hard. “Why did you bring us out here? We’re surrounded by water!"

“Stand right there,” Billy told Gouge, pointing at the dock.

The guardsman sprinted closer and then slowed, drawing his sword. A sneer twisted his lips.

Gouge rolled his eyes. “Billy!”

“Do it,” the Billy commanded. “Let him come to us.”

Gouge took the spot. Both boys waited, sweating and breathing hard.

“You lads are in deep now,” the guardsman jeered. “You killed Jamey and we liked Jamey. The lieutenant will kill you slow for that.”

Gouge took a step but Billy stopped him. “Come arrest us then, big man.” The man strode toward the boys. Billy yanked a rope and leapt off the wharf,

swinging out over the water and rotating the entire crane. Loops of rope cinched around the guard’s ankle and the man’s leg shot to a pulley overhead, up-ending him. Billy landed on the dock with the armored guard now suspended over the water. He instantly understood his peril.

“Don’t,” he begged. “I have children.” He fumbled for a dagger to cut the line. “Why didn't you just leave us alone?” Billy yelled. Tears sprang to his eyes. Billy let go of the rope and slapped a small wooden lever. He saw fear in the

man’s eyes as he plunged into the murky water, pulled down by his mail. The waters closed over his face. More line raced through the crane. The harbor swallowed the man but the rope jumped as he struggled.
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Gouge stepped to the edge, staring at the bubbles where the man vanished. The rope stopped moving. Guardsmen shouted from the warehouses.

“We need to move,” Gouge said. “They’ll find his body.”

Billy looked away. Anguish welled inside him. What have I done?

"That’s two we killed today," Gouge added.

He led them away at a jog, zigging and zagging again, putting as many structures between them and the guardsmen as possible. Billy allowed his friend to steer him as they ran. The boys heard the lieutenant’s distant howl of rage when he discovered the drowned watchman.

“Hurts when you lose someone you care about,” Gouge muttered.

They stuck to alleys as much as possible.

“Word will spread quickly about orphans killing guardsmen,” Gouge said “There will be tough times ahead for the discarded children. The guards will vent their anger.”

They meet up with Bin and headed for camp. Bast met them with a smile but that faded as soon as she saw Billy's face.

“What happened?” Bast wondered.

“Billy killed a watchman,” Gouge boasted.

“Is that true, Billy?”

Billy stared at the ground. The gang stood silent.

“Then we move now,” Bast said.

Weak and drenched in sweat, Billy woodenly placed one foot in front of the other.

Gouge steered the boy again and the party moved through the forest quickly.

“Soon the roads will crawl with watchmen. We move at night, sleep during the day. The next three or four days will be especially dangerous.”

She put her hand on Billy’s forehead, gave her brother a concerned look. “I’m sure you had no choice, right, Billy?”

Again, the boy did not answer.

That man looked right at me. He begged me for his life. He has kids.

They used the trees for cover and followed the shore of Lake Tanin north. Billy was withdrawn, refusing everyone except Cinder, who slept close to the boy each night.


Chapter 11

Bast was wrong; the city watchmen hunted them for eight days.

The forest gave way to low hills and the trees thinned. Without cover, they moved to the road for speed. They still traveled by night. Cinder roamed freely and they ate well. Gouge was a ravenous pit and, with a constant supply of food, gained weight quickly, filling out and growing stronger.

As they walked under the stars, Gouge retold the story of that day on the docks. “What did the Lieutenant yell?”

“He said he would track me by the pitter-patter of my feet.”

Gouge laughed loudly. “That’s right. I’d teased Billy about his big feet just before and then this donkey says something too. I laughed so hard. Pitter-Patter. Now there’s a nickname. Pitter-Patter; Master Thief. Pitter-Patter; Lord of Orphans.”

Gouge laughed again.
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Cinder stopped and swung her big head back the way they’d come. All eyes watched as the wolf sniffed the air. Her ears rose.

“Let’s get off the road,” Bin suggested.

They circled the hill and climbed the back to face the road. Soon a lone rider, just a black dot in the distance, cleared the horizon.

“Pitter-Patter, you want to kill this one, too?” Gouge whispered.

“No.”

"Leave Billy alone," Bast murmured.

They watched the rider approach, scanning the road for tracks.

“Look," Bin muttered. "Men follow the rider. They stay far behind so everyone think he’s alone. The city watch hasn’t given up.”

“You must have killed someone important, Pitter-Patter,” Gouge teased. “That rider does not move like a watchman. I bet there's a bounty on your head. How much would I get for turning you in?”

“Go ask him,” Billy said. “I’m sure they’d be thrilled to see you.” “Both of you be quiet,” Bast scolded. “The rider found our marks.”

As the man in black arrived where they'd left the road, he dismounted and examined the ground. He stood and scanned the low hills. His gaze swept over them. “It's too dark to track someone,” Gouge whispered. "How can he see?"

The trailing hunters joined the rider and one separated from the other to speak to the rider. Gouge gasped. Distance and darkness could not mask the man’s walk. Gouge knew the lieutenant led them. The two men examined the ground again and then the lieutenant waved the others forward. They left one man behind with the horse and advanced slowly towards the children.

“This is familiar,” Bin said. “Chased into the mountains again. I guess we head for higher ground and hope.”

He surveyed the hills and mountains behind them. The terrain grew difficult quickly. “This time we cannot split the party,” he continued. “Only Gouge has been to Appacca. If we separate, we could take weeks to find each other. Let’s move.”

They headed away from the road at a jog, keeping the hill between them and the hunters. Cinder took the lead. The night was clear and the moon and stars provided some light but the terrain grew steeper and less certain. They stopped for rest and water and then moved again.

“You know,” Gouge panted. “The Soaring runs through these mountains. That river can lead us to Lake Coldpool which is next to Appacca. Those men can’t leave their horses too far behind, can they?”

Billy kept his eyes down and said nothing. Since his arrival he’d brought nothing but peril to anyone that helped him. Why did they? His needs placed everyone in danger and that made his sour stomach churn. Mental and physical fatigue ate at his bones until they ached. He resolved the next time they stopped for water, he would remind the group they were free to leave.

The party jogged off and on for hours.

Finally, youth exhausted, they collapsed on the grass under a tall Birch. Cinder veered off to run a quick check and when she returned and curled at Bast’s feet, everyone relaxed.
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After the sweat dried and breathing returned to normal, Billy spoke, telling the party of his concerns for their safety and asking why they stuck with him. One by one, each refused to leave.

“I feel like soldiers have chased me my whole life,” Gouge said. “So I’m not worried about them. You four are the closest to a family I’ve had in years. I’m comfortable here. You worry too much, Billy. We’re used to more danger than you.”

The twins nodded in agreement.

Billy tipped his head back and shook his head. “I’ve never had friends like you,” he murmured. “I’ve never had real friends at all. I’m afraid I’ll let you down. I’m afraid you’ll get hurt.”

Gouge shrugged with one shoulder. “Then Bast will heal us.”

They ate and Gouge napped and then they were on the run again. The earth was rocky but Cinder had ample footing. They followed a meandering line along the ridges, avoiding the mountaintops but well out of the valleys. Their view obscured by the peaks around them, they kept their heads down and moved northeast. As the first hint of dawn lightened the sky, Bin sought a place to hide, discovering a tumble of boulders with space underneath. They ate and slept.

At nightfall, the company moved again after a quick meal. As the group marched, Gouge fell back to walk next to Billy. They said nothing but faint smiles showed they both enjoyed the camaraderie.

After another night of northeast travel, Gouge recommended they head true north. By dawn, they cleared a rise and saw the silver ribbon of the Soaring winding through the plains below. Billy jumped on a nearby boulder and gazed out over grasslands that seemed to go on forever.

“What is this place?” he asked, awestruck.

“The Great Openne,” Gouge replied. “A prairie four thousand miles long and a thousand miles wide, from Boonport Bay in the southwest to the head of the Skywrack mountain range in the northeast.”

He pointed at the river Soaring. “We follow the river to the lake and ferry to the city. Appacca is many times over the horizon. We should find a place to sleep and enter the Openne at sundown. There will be no cover so we need to cross quickly.”

“What’s that?” Bast asked.

All heads turned. A thin column of black smoke rose from the foothills far below. “I don’t know,” Gouge responded. “A farmer burning undergrowth?” “Unlikely someone is planting now.”

“A signal someone needs help?” Billy said.

“Adds a day, Pitter-Patter,” Bast counseled.

He smiled at her use of his new nickname. In school, the cool kids had nicknames. Now he did too.

Gouge said: “Take us about three hours to get there. Should we go? Find a place to sleep closer to the plains?”

“Sounds good,” Billy said. “I’m not ready for sleep anyway.”

The trek out of the mountains was an easy downhill stroll. They angled towards the smoke and that took them across the face of the hills. They left the steep mountains and entered knee-high grasses running to the horizon. Sunrise had not yet reached the valley floor but Billy saw huge herds of wild animals shifting and flowing in the dim light.
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Hours later they cleared the last rise and looked on a scene of devastation. Two groups met here; common men and women, armed with simple farm tools, and a handful of professional warriors, armed with falchions. The warriors wore red chainmail, emblazoned with a black three-toed claw over the heart. The townsfolk, simple clothing. Nearby three supply wagons blazed, the teams of horses all dead. Bodies littered the ground. The farmers fought fiercely and while they lacked real weapons, they had numbers, and the warriors paid dearly.

Bast and Cinder circled off to search for survivors and found one soldier, who died as they watched, and two settlers, too far gone to help.

The Gouge and Bin studied the tracks.

“Makes no sense,” Bin said. “Why attack farmers? The warriors were obviously well fed and well paid. What could these simple folks have that they wanted so badly?”

“Good question,” Billy said. “I’m wondering why the farmers stayed to fight. Look.” He pointed at several piles of bodies. “They died in tight groups, falling where they stood. No one tried to run. I’d expect people like this to flee soldiers.”

“They were tired of running?” Gouge suggested. “The soldiers chased them over the plains and they finally turned to fight?”

Bast and Cinder rejoined them.

“I spotted a track leading away,” she said. “Cinder smells something and is excited to pursue.”

Bast looked around at the carnage.

“Where are the warrior’s horses?” She asked. “None of this makes sense.” Gouge pulled a falchion from a farmer. He swung the weapon a few times and

then unbuckled the sheath off a nearby warrior. “Good idea,” Billy said. “Take what we can.”

As Billy reached for his first farmer, a gray-haired grandfather with deeply tanned skin and white beard. He hesitated. Gouge grabbed his second settler, a middle-aged mother, and rolled her face down to search her pockets. By the time Gouge was on his fourth, he noticed Billy still hadn’t touched his first.

“Pitter-Patter, look, I get it, we need what they have and they have no needs anymore. When we die, someone will pilfer our bodies and I hope they do. I hope some waif stumbles across my corpse and picks me clean. If I can help one of my own, I’m happy. Animals will pick these bodies clean and then insects will strip what’s left. There’s no disrespect here, my friend. For me to live, something else must die. When I die, something else will live.”

To complement the falchion Gouge equipped himself with a long bow and a quiver of arrows. He added a short sword to his waist which fit nicely. One of the warriors was about the same build and Gouge stripped a red chain hauberk which he covered with his shirt. He found hiking boots and new pants too.

Billy found a dagger on one of the women and a stiletto on another, which he slipped into his boot. He tried to swing a falchion and then a short sword, but they were far too heavy for his slight build. A few of the women wore rings and necklaces but he could not bring himself to take them.

“Those spend like coin,” Gouge said, shaking his head. “You’ll wish you had them when your empty stomach rumbles.”

Billy left the jewelry.

37


The ground was too hard to dig graves and there was not enough fuel to build a fire large enough to burn the bodies. Billy hated to leave the corpses as they were, so he used clothing to cover each face instead.

“Should we pray?” he asked.

Gouge snorted. “To which God?”

“What do you mean which God? God. There’s only one.”

“Where you come from, but here we’ve got hundreds. Without knowing what these folks believed, you’d pray wrong.”

Billy laughed. “Pray wrong? How does one pray wrong?"

Gouge gave him a blank stare.

"Fine,” Billy said.

Gouge scanned the field, looking for Bast. About a mile away he saw the top of her head above the grass. She stood next to Bin and stared at something on the ground.

“We finished here?” Gouge asked.

“Yes.”

Billy weighted the dagger in his hand. Solid and oddly comforting, the blade represented an acceptance of this world and the dangers presented. The weapon reassured him but he also felt himself sinking deeper into this reality.

He and Gouge crossed the distance. As they drew near, the boys saw a small girl with long red hair and green eyes, sitting on the ground at Bast’s feet, playing with a handmade doll. Her simple dress was torn in several places and the ends of her hair singed. The doll had a frayed blue ribbon ties at the waist.

Bast spoke to the child but the girl was unresponsive. Bin tried but achieved the same result. Cinder sat well back, attentive, ears up, eyes focused.

“What’s happening?” Billy asked, sensing tension.

“Not sure,” Bin said. “This child is the only survivor from the settler group but responds to nothing.”

“Have you tried laying your hand on her? Perhaps her mind is damaged by what she’s seen.”

“If I get close she moves away. I will not force her and deepen the trauma.” Gouge walked in front of the girl and sat cross-legged on the grass. He ignored

her as she ignored him. He tore handfuls of grass and began to fashion a crude doll, using several long blades to tie off a head and arms and legs. The girl watched from time to time but said nothing. When he finished, he set the doll at her feet and began work on another.

They were in a large basin which dipped about a foot below ground level. Bin suggested the spot would make an excellent camp.

“We can see in every direction and the tall grasses hide us.”

Gouge stayed with the little girl while the others set about trampling the grass and preparing food. He was still with her when the others sat on their bedrolls.

“What should we call her?” Bin asked.

“How about Ragamuffin?” Billy said. “We can call her Raga for short. Until we learn her name, of course.”

Billy noticed Bast staring and followed her gaze. Cinder still sat at attention, ears up, eyes glued to the little redhaired waif.
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“I wonder what’s going on inside that wolf mind.”

“Me too,” Bast replied. “I’ve not seen this reaction from her.”

Gouge had made progress with the girl. They traded dolls and while the child still had not spoken, she had moved closer to him. Her behavior was often erratic; she saw things no one saw and heard sounds no one heard.

The smell of hot food brought Gouge to his feet and he collected a plate for himself and one for Raga. He set the food on the grass at her feet but said nothing. He began to eat. The child ignored the plate for a minute, pretending the doll held her interest, but then carefully sat the doll aside and stuffed her mouth with meat using both hands. Gouge refilled her plate as often as his own.

Later, when he lay down for sleep, Raga joined him, staring into the sky as if she saw shapes moving there.

At sunset, they rose. The pace they set was hard. Raga now followed Gouge wherever he went but each morning when they stopped to make camp, she wandered a short distance to find open dirt and shuffle her feet.

“What’s she doing?” Bast asked.

“We have no idea,” Bin said.

Raga dragged her feet without lifting them; shuffle, shuffle, shuffle, turn, shuffle, shuffle. Turn.

When food was ready, Gouge stuck a plate under her nose.

As they crossed the plains by night and slept during the day, Raga never spoke. Everyone accepted her silence. Raga was like one of her dolls; carried along but nothing asked or expected. She ended each march with her shuffling ritual.

The days ticked off one by one.

Life was abundant on the Great Openne and Cinder kept the company well-fed. Often, when Cinder was ranging widely, the group found themselves walking through massive herds of slumbering bison or pronghorn, more curious than afraid of humans. Cinder kept the packs of coyote and wolves at bay while they slept. She fought a male, briefly, but sent him running. Small nocturnal creatures darted for safety as the company passed.

As morning approached, the party entered low hills and when they stopped to camp, Raga started her usual shuffling dance. Gouge interrupted once food was ready. At dusk, they broke camp, packed their gear, and followed a path that took them into the foothills, above the plain. When Bin glanced over a shoulder at the way they’d come, he stopped.

“Hey, guys,” he said. “Look back at our camp.”

The party gathered around him, eyes drifting down the gentle slope they’d just climbed. They saw the trampled grass and small fire pit. Then, off to one side, the beginnings of an enormous rune, huge loops and massive spirals, incomplete, drawn in the dirt with little feet. All eyes turned to Raga.

“Is that what she’s doing every time we stop?” Gouge asked.

Oblivious of their attention, Raga’s eyes followed an imaginary butterfly.

“I think so,” answered Billy. “Next time, let her finish. I’ll sketch what she draws.” Just before sunrise they located a spot more dirt than grass and made camp.

Raga immediately wandered off and began her shuffling dance, small feet kicking tiny clouds of dust. She moved as she always did, dreamy and unfocused.
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The sun was two-hours in the sky when she stopped and sat in the dirt. Gouge stayed with her while Bin and Billy climbed the hillside to see what she’d made. The glyph was complex and elegant and hundreds of feet on each side. Billy sketched the rune in a school notebook.

From that day forward, they let Raga finish her giant symbol. Her shuffle became part of their routine and they timed dinner to match her conclusion.

Billy sketched each, adding them to his notebook.
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“I met a woman on the road to SeaEnd. She’d been beaten and robbed and I tended to her for several days until she was strong enough to move. We spent our time in an open field, watching wind move Ryegrass and leaves on Elm trees and birds out-maneuver insects. She tried to send me on my way many times. She believed herself a burden to my travels.

“You have important people to meet, history to record.”

“You are my travels,” I told her. “And no king has a story any more interesting than a woman in a field.”

When we reached the city, the men had been captured. They’d bragged and the woman was well loved. The city watch asked what she wanted done with them. She dug two hidden coins from her shoes and gave one each to the thieves and told the guard to set them free. Everyone called for vengeance.

“No,” she insisted. “I leave that to another. I carry enough burdens after a life this long. I’ll not add to them the fate of these men.”

That was all. She thanked me for my kindness and turned for home.

I’ve thought of her and her act of mercy many times over the years and swore on my return to SeaEnd I would find her. I met the king that day. I’m sure I did. But of him I remember nothing.”

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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An Awakening of Wyrms


Chapter 12

The unimaginable weight of the glacier was a comforting blanket to the beast. Chromulus heard the drop of water slide across the ice and drop to the snow. A light tap, nothing more; the gentle butt of a butterfly’s head against a leaf.

From deep within, her heart, bigger than an elephant, surged, forcing a deluge of blood thicker than grease circulating through her enormous and nearly cadaverous body. For the first time in ten centuries, an eyelid fluttered.


Chapter 13

In the pale moonlight, Gouge spotted structures on the horizon. Once the party drew close, the moonshine revealed massive ruins of an ancient castle. Giant blocks of weathered stone lay scattered like the forgotten toys of a spoiled child. Statues with high cheekbones and saucer eyes lay half-buried and crumbling. Toppled obelisks aimed into the sky at awkward angles.

Much of the northern and eastern walls remained but the western WALL was a row of jagged teeth mostly buried. The southern wall was merely a break in the grass.

Within the main structure they found smaller formations, blocks likewise strewn but also rooms and crumbling villas.

Gouge saw a sword stuck in the earth and withdrew the blade, but rust had pitted the metal beyond use. He dropped the weapon in the tall grass.

The party wandered the ruins until Bast suggested they make this their campsite for the day. Everyone dropped their gear and Raga drifted off to begin her rune creation.

Billy and Bast found an interior wall that still had faint glyphs etched into the surface. Billy withdrew his notebook and sketched what they found. They were just strange shapes to him but Bast said she recognized a few from the walls of ancient temples in Lecanum. On one large block, she discovered a glyph she knew.

“This has something to do with the ancient kingdom of Anak-Das-Dalma. Their king was named Golanamath and he carved a vast empire from the Emerald Ocean in the south to the Deep Blue Ocean in the north, the Ardent Ocean to the west and the Harvest Gulf in the east. They say his army was over a million men but what won him most battles was his dragon cavalry.”

Billy made a face. “Dragons? You mean firebreathing dragons?” “You know of them? You have those on Earth?” “No. Well, we do in legends, but not really.”

Bast shrugged. “Odd you’ve heard of them at all. They are real here. There are a few types, as cats to lions and everything between, so you have huge wild dragons and smaller cavalry dragons. Golanamath had a breeding program and soon filled the skies with men riding the winged serpents. The old woman who told me the stories said at the
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peak of his power there were so many the sun went dark when they flew overhead. Most kingdoms surrendered rather than face him.”

“What happened?”

“The same as happens to all men of power; the more he had, the more he

craved. Finally, his lust for domination drove him to attack the wild dragons of Skywrack Range, as they were the only threat to his air supremacy. When they saw how he domesticated their kind, they banded together for only the second time in history and Golanamath was dead by the end of the day, his army in ruins. Most of the winged cavalry died in the battles but those that survived reverted to wild things.”

“Where are they today?”

“Dead. As magical creatures, the Rending killed them.”

Billy thought dragon cavalry screaming out of the sky sounded terrifying, but then he imagined wild dragons ferocious enough to smash the cavalry in a day. He shivered.

“Golanamath’s empire fractured and every politician tried to grab what power he could. Anak-Das-Dalma faded as new city-states rose, and then those merged and faded away too, replaced by other nations.”

“Same thing happens on my world.”

“Humans are foolish,” Bast continued. “They make up borders and then fight over them. In the end, everybody ends up dead anyway so what’s the point? There’s room for us all.”

Bin called from across the ruins, waving for them to see what he’d discovered. “I felt the edge under my boot, hard as iron and ridged. I cleared away the grass

and dirt and found this stone disk with carved symbols.”

Billy studied the disk and recognized a few symbols from the wall, but mostly the glyphs were markedly different from anything they’d seen in these ruins. Wider than his arms outstretched, noticed they stood at the exact center of what would have been a large square room. What was left of the walls curved in and he realized they would have risen to form a dome.

“I wonder what this was?” Billy said, rising to his feet. “The stone is hard as steel, harder than the walls. This was meant to endure.”

“The runes look different,” Bast noted.

“I thought so too.”

He added these markings to his notebook and then flipped the page and sketched the disk and glyphs. When he finished, Bast gave him a satisfied nod.

“You’re becoming an artist.”

Raga was busy with her huge symbol so Gouge explored the ruins. He found a corner where the floor, two walls and the ceiling converged. This offered protection from wind and weather and was a perfect campsite. Shrubs and grasses had grown in the cracks but those were easily cleared. He went looking for the others.

He found the party examining a large stone disk. They followed him back and cleared the debris. Billy sat with his back against the wall.

“Great location, Gouge,” he said. “The walls block the wind and that chunk of ceiling blocks rain or sun. Well done. Let’s stop a few hours early.”

Gouge stood a little taller.

Billy continued to examine the space. “This room was huge. Look how far that wall ran.” He pointed to a cornerstone about four hundred feet away.
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“Throne room?” Bast asked.

Billy studied the layout and moved to the center, facing the south wall.

“If that’s right,” he speculated, slowly walking forward, “the throne would have sat right about here.”

He stomped the ground and felt a brick move under the grass. He bent, feeling along and discovered more bricks and larger blocks too. He cleared away grass. The twins came to help. When they finished, they stepped back. Concentric circular steps rose to the base of a smashed seat.

“Well done, Pitter-Patter,” Bast said. “How did you know?”

“I didn’t know, I deduced. I judged the distance from the back wall to the side walls and then put most of the large chamber in front of me. If I were a king I’d have people approach my throne from a long way off, give them time to appreciate my kingliness. I’d want room for guests nearby, some family, my wife, and my bodyguards, which means the throne had to be right about here.”

He continued his calculations, looking around. “Of course, if I were king I’d also want a quick escape route in case I needed one. I’m bothered there are no exits from this room except at the back. If an enemy confronted me, I’d have to cut through them to get away, but if I cut through them, I no longer need to flee. The walls are broken enough we see there were no secret doors, so how would he get away? We’re missing something.”

Bin said: “He was fearless because he commanded a million-man army, Pitter-Patter. He needed no escape route. No enemy could get to this room.”

Billy paced off distance, ran his hands over what remained of the walls, dug his toe around in the grass. He found nothing.

“I guess you’re right.”

Gouge returned with Raga and Bast began dinner. Billy shared more stories about Earth and what school was like there, and the twins talked about trying to survive in Lecanum.

Eventually, fatigue caught up and one by one they fell asleep.

Hours later the winds whistling around the ruins woke Billy. While still dark, dawn approached and the temperature was much colder now than at bedtime. He pulled his blankets tight around his body. The wind moved the grass like waves and he found the sight beautiful. The chill air poured over the wall and gently moved the sea of green. Moonlight sucked most of the color away but there was enough. His eyes roamed; a moment of pure beauty while the others slept.

Except for Cinder. Cinder watched over the party like a statue.

Another gust stirred the grass and Billy sighed, following as the swirl surged across the sward. A moment later, a small patch of grass behind the throne fluttered again.

Curious, he lifted himself on an elbow. When the next breeze flowed over the wall, the grasses moved in concert, except, again, a second wave rustling a small patch behind the throne.

He left his sleeping pad and moved closer, keeping his eyes fixed on the spot. The night was chilly. He sat on the steps and focused his attention. A moment after the next breeze passed, another soft puff blew from beneath the ground, stirring the grass.
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Cinder approached, curious, and sniffed where the boy gazed. She burrowed her black nose in the prairie and huffed.

Billy dug into the stalks and found a tiny crack between slabs. He followed, removing twigs and dirt, until he reached a cleanly cut corner.

Another trapdoor? he mused.

He returned to his bedroll and found a small torch and the stiletto he’d taken from the dead woman. He dug out the dirt and cut away the brush, revealing a wooden door bound with iron bands, much bigger than the first. This one had a ring set in the top as well, although much farther to one side. He tugged the ring but the door did not budge.

Hinges inside are rusted, he thought. I need to wake the others.

Cinder stared at him with questioning eyes.

Or do I get some sleep and explore in full daylight?

He pulled again on the ring. With an act of willpower, he made himself go back to bed. Cinder curled next to him but kept her eyes on the door.

At first light, he was wide awake. He lit the campfire and started breakfast and then paced until they awoke. Gouge was still sleeping so Billy nudged his knee.

“All right, Sleeping Beauty, let’s go.”

Gouge sat and rubbed his eyes. “Who?”

Billy stood on the trapdoor, arms raised. “I told you he’d have an escape route.” Bin asked when Billy had cleared the brush away.

“While the rest of you slept.”

Bast smiled. “You have a nose for finding these.”

“What’s down there?” Gouge asked. Raga stared into the cloudless sky. “I have no idea,” Billy answered. “I waited so we could explore together.” Gouge chuckled. “You mean the door’s too heavy so you needed us.” “Yeah.”

Everyone laughed. Billy continued, waving vaguely at the open plains beyond the ruins. “There’s an opening out there somewhere that lets air in. I noticed grass waving out of independently and when I came to explore, I found the trapdoor.”

Gouge went to the backpacks and returned with rope, which he looped through the ring. “All of you pull the rope while I lift this ring. With luck, the frame and door aren’t rusted together.”

To Billy’s surprise, the hinges operated smoothly. The door weighed far more than they expected but after thirty minutes of struggle, the portal was open. Vertical steps beckoned them, plummeting into darkness. Nobody moved.

Billy reached for a torch.

Gouge stepped forward. “Your curiosity will get you killed one day, Pitter-Patter. Let me go first.”

He drew his short sword and gave the weapon to Bin and then drew his falchion.

Bin followed and then the rest followed him.

For two hundred feet, they descended a sharply angled shaft, the ceiling close overhead, the walls tight on either side. After that, the ceiling pulled away some until they found themselves at an intersection with a ten-foot wide corridor running left and right. They gathered at the foot of the stairs.

“Scratch the walls like last time?” Bast asked.

“Sounds good,” Billy replied. “Left, or right?”
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“Let’s check with Cinder.”

She knelt in front of the wolf and pointed one direction and then the other. Cinder sniffed the air and moved down the right-hand corridor.

“Good enough for me,” Billy mused.

Cinder took the lead. They moved cautiously, scoring the walls. They came to a heavy wooden door, bound in black iron. Gouge shoved the portal wide and dank air poured over them. They stepped into a room of horror.

Insidious torture devices filled the room. Many yet held skeletons. “These poor souls,” Bin whispered. “Broken and cut and left to die.”

Dark stains covered everything. Ancient bookcases filled with skulls, including children, stood in silent testament to the evils done here. Spiked iron cages and chairs, long tables covered with naked blades, chains hanging from the ceiling ending in hooks; the screams of pain and hopelessness still echoed around the earthen walls, suffering oozed through the floor.

Gouge lifted the torch. “I see a door at the far end. Do we keep going?” “Get us out of this room, please,” Bast exhaled.

The party stayed close. Gouge opened the next door. Beyond, a corridor ran straight for a hundred feet, iron barred prison cells on both sides. More skeletons lay inside. The corridor ended in a blank wall.

“Turn around,” Billy said.

They moved through the torture room swiftly and soon were at the staircase again. They continued straight and after three hundred feet, the corridor opened into a spacious room with a vaulted ceiling, fifty feet to a side. Decayed furniture filled the place and crumbled maps and disintegrated tapestries lay as piles of dust. A massive chandelier had crashed to the floor long ago.

“Dead-end,” Gouge said.

Billy nervously tapped a toe.

“What?” Gouge asked.

Billy entered the room and inspected the fragmented items. “This was supposed to be an escape route. What escape route leads to a dead-end? We missed something.”

“We should leave,” Bast said.

Billy took the torch and began examining the packed earth floor. Gouge ran his hands along the walls, searching.

“Imagine you’re on the run,” Billy continued. “You flee the throne room and race down those steps. Left, or right? Right takes you into a nightmare, left takes you into your headquarters. You have maps, charts, some food.”

He gazed at the ceiling, then at the walls.

“We’re looking in the wrong place. This room is a decoy. His enemies would think he’d come here and waste time looking for a secret exit.”

“I’m not going in that room again,” Bast said. “I’ll wait for you here.” Gouge handed Raga over. “Keep an eye on her. We’ll be back.”

The boys jogged to the torture chamber. They searched the walls and floor, carefully avoiding bones, and then moved to the prison cells. The last cell on the right was unlocked and contained no skeleton. Gouge entered and his torch revealed
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shallow, invisible toeholds cut into the back wall. He held his torch high and they saw a shaft in the ceiling leading out of the cell.

“Bingo,” Billy said.

“I do not know that word.”

“Sorry. There you go. As I said.”

“Yes, you’re a smart one. Bast and Bin will not come in here again. Do we go on without them?”

“Can you see how high that tube runs?” Gouge lifted his torch. “No. Beyond my light.”

Billy was eager to explore but he had others to consider. “All right, let’s head back. We’ll tell them and make a note to visit another day. What was that?”

In the outer room, a chain jangled.

“Sounds like Bin checking on us,” Gouge said. He adjusted the grip on his falchion. They entered the torture chamber again.

One of the skeletons now stood in the middle of the room, facing them, red eyes blazing, sword held high in a bony hand, waiting. The creature was a fetid mess of tattered clothing and pale bones. In life, both shins had been cracked and his left hand crushed.

“What the hell?” Billy muttered. Panic tickled the base of his skull. “Undead guardian. Triggered when we opened that cell door.” “I’ve seen zombie movies. Can we run around?” “I could but you’re not as fast as me.”

“Can you fight against an undead guardian with a sword and win?”

“I’m good with my fists but I doubt punching him will do much.”

“Can you fight with that sword?”

“Not really, no.”

Billy scanned the room, searching for anything useful. One of the ceiling chains hung close to the warrior. The chain ended in a hook.

“What if we tangle him with that? Catch a rib or something?”

Billy searched nearby and found old, bloodstained manacles. He showed them to Gouge. “Here’s my idea. We run at him and then at the last second, you hit him with the shackles, trying to tangle his sword arm. You grab that long chain and hook him someplace. I dodge and keep running, you right behind me, hoping that hook holds him in this room. What do you think?”

Gouge pondered a second. “I dodge better than you.” “Yes, but I’m not tall enough to reach that hook.” “Good point. Okay. Ready when you are.”

Billy put his stiletto away. He laced his boots tightly. His hands trembled.

“This is crazy,” he muttered.

The boys gave each other a look and ran at the skeletal warrior. The monster swung his sword with surprising quickness. Billy dodged but the tip of the weapon raked his back, slitting his shirt and drawing a line of bright red blood. Billy yelped and dove, rolling forward and coming to his feet.

Gouge swung the manacles over his head like a bolo and then tangled the skeleton’s arm and neck. As the creature struggled to get free, Gouge slipped the ceiling hook between rotten ribs from behind.
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Billy yelled to draw the creature’s attention and then jumped back beyond the monster’s swing. Gouge joined him and together they watched the beast fight against the long chain.

“If we don’t come back,” Billy said. “He’ll be down here struggling against that chain forever.”

“Turn around, Pitter-Patter,” Gouge said. “Let me see what he did to you.” He spread the wound and Billy winced. “A scratch, but a fairly deep one. Bast will heal you. Let’s get out of here.”

The monster reached for them against the pull of the chain.

Billy’s back burned. “Okay, let’s find the others, but no healing. As you said, just a scratch and there’s no reason for Bast to suffer too.”

“Your backpack is going to kill you.”

They explained everything to the twins and Bast checked the wound. Bin was curious about the shaft leading up but agreed to save that for another day.

Above ground once again, they broke camp and headed for Appacca. Billy’s pack rode uncomfortably but he did not complain.


Chapter 14

Many days later days, they crested a low rise and looked on the Soaring River. “This is the south Soaring,” Gouge said. “There is another Soaring which pours

into Lake Coldpool from the north. The south Soaring flows from that lake and cuts a twisting path across Kalmuun and Lecan until finally joining the CoralWash Ocean, far south. Easily one of the largest rivers in the world. I’ve heard the outflow into the CoralWash is something everyone should see before they die. We follow this river to Appacca.”

“If we get near that river,” Bast said. “I’m taking a bath.”

Over the next few days, storm clouds piled on the northern horizon. The weather turned cold and Bin said he smelled snow. As expected, they reached the shores of Coldpool five days later and the party jumped in to wash the dust and sweat away. The kids laughed and played, splashing each other and forgetting the difficulties they’d endured. Raga joined in, although the water mystified her and she’d go no deeper than her knees. They stayed too long and had to race the storm to Appacca.

When the city came into view, Billy stood in awe.

The enormous metropolis was designed as a series of eight concentric walls, each wall higher as you moved towards city center. Outside the city, farms and cabins covered the land for many miles in every direction. The rich soil of the Great Openne grew anything. Work had begun on an enormous ninth ring, designed to shield many of the homes outside the city.

Some spires rose as high as the skyscrapers of New York. Flocks of brightly colored birds wheeled, twisting and turning. A million tiny plumes of smoke wafted from countless chimneys. Multicolored flags snapped in the breeze. The city hummed with vibrant energy and Billy realized Gouge was right; Appacca dwarfed Kultho.

A frosty wind arrived at the gate the same time they did.

Bast wandered off a short distance and took Cinder’s chin in hand. She gazed into loving yellow eyes.
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“Wait,” the young girl instructed.

“You’re leaving her alone out here?” Billy asked.

Bast chuckled. Cinder headed away at a trot.

“Other than man,” Bast said. “There is nothing on these plains she need fear. I’ll sneak her in as soon as we find a place to stay.”

The city watchmen wore matching uniforms of green and brown leather armor, topped by a dark brown beret.

“Act like you belong and know where you’re headed,” Gouge advised.

The guards hardly noticed. The winds kicked up and dust swirled and then the clouds opened and rain fell. Within minutes the storm grew and everyone scurried for cover, guards included.

As the party trudged the main avenue, taking in the sights and sounds, Bin heard the gurgle of running water. He veered off to investigate and marveled as runoff rainwater disappeared through a small culvert.

“Sewers!” he cried. “Appacca has sewers!”

Gouge chuckled. “Yes, Appacca might be the most developed city in the world. I’ve heard similar stories about SeaEnd but I’ve never been there.”

In Appacca they were surrounded by people from all over EmberEarth. The children marveled at every style of fashion and culture. Countless new smells assaulted their nostrils.

“Let’s find a scribe,” Bin told Billy.

“We should forget the scribe and take him to the library,” Gouge said.

Billy wiped rain from his face. “Where’s the library?”

Gouge pointed towards the city center. “Fourth ring, but I’ve never been. I don’t know if they’ll let you in. The royal family is tolerant but no one likes orphans hanging around, especially around something as valuable as books.”

“You let me worry about that. Right now, we need a place to stay.” “Someplace where I can hide Cinder,” Bast added.

They headed east for the lake harbor. Appacca sat on the western shore of Coldpool and did brisk business in a wide variety of freshwater fish and fowl. Smaller boats, built for work on the lake, berthed at the docks. Originally a mining town, the fertility of the surrounding lands quickly brought in agriculture of every type and the businesses to support the farmers, although prospectors still arrived from the mines in the Lofty Reaches.

Bast spoke: “We are looking for an abandoned building of some kind. We need a place easy to ignore.”

They explored the vast port district and discovered a few places but either there was too much foot traffic or the smell was appalling. They thought they’d found a partially burned warehouse but a gang of older orphans already lived there.

Finally, they found an old valve house, in use before the city connected the sewers to the lake, now full of rusted pipes and frozen spigots. The structure was antiquated and far out on the northeastern edge of the district; slipping in and out would be easy. They could bring Cinder and keep her well-hidden.

Billy, Raga, and Gouge followed the wall that ran behind the valve house and emerged into the bustling city, farther north. The rain had abated some and now a light mist fell. Raga stayed close to Gouge, frightened eyes big and watchful. The threesome
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explored the city in ever widening circles, noting the guard towers, butchers, blacksmiths, farmers, moneylenders, tailor shops, fletchers, and cobblers; every business that makes a city run.

Rain fell again as they headed for the library. They’d just entered a small square when two older boys ran by a butcher shop and grabbed handfuls of sausage, instantly pursued by the stocky butcher. Billy and Gouge let the boys sail by, unconcerned, but Raga jumped in front, defiant. The older boys barely stopped in time.

“Move, trash!” one boy shouted, drawing back a hand to hit Raga in the face.

Billy had never seen anyone move so fast.

Gouge was a blur as he jumped in front and hit the boy sharply in the throat, causing him to gag. As the young man’s head came forward, Gouge rammed a thumb into the boy’s eye. The young man growled and charged, arms wide, trying to drag his enemy to the ground, but when he closed his arms Gouge was no longer there. With a quickness that boggled Billy’s mind, Gouge sidestepped the attack and landed three hard punches in rapid succession, first to the boy’s neck twice and then his face. The boy was unconscious before he hit the dirt.

Gouge whipped around. The first boy knew he was outclassed. He cast a regretful look at his unconscious friend and then ran away.

Raga retrieved the sausages from the dirt and sniffed them.

“Thank you,” the butcher said, catching up and taking the links.

Raga ignored the butcher, sausage already forgotten, and stared into the sky, raindrops splattering her face.

“She doesn’t talk,” Gouge said. He checked Raga quickly, scanning for injury, and then stood between her and the merchant.

“I appreciate you protecting my goods.”

“I didn’t protect your goods,” Gouge replied. “I protected Raga. I don’t care if a hungry kid steals from you. You should have let them.”

The butcher stepped over the unconscious body. “Fair enough.” He crossed his arms and studied Gouge. “I’ve never seen someone move as fast as you.”

“Now you have.”

Gouge slipped a protective arm around Raga and tried to steer her away.

“How would you like a job?” the butcher asked abruptly. Gouge kept walking until Billy put a hand on his arm. “Gouge, he’s offering you work. We need money.” Gouge, suspicious, turned to face the man. “Doing what?”

The butcher disregarded the question and jerked a chin at the falchion hanging at the young man’s waist. “Why didn’t you use that? Those guys weren’t armed.”

Gouge laughed. “Honestly, I forgot. I’m a bad swordsman anyway. I’m better with my fists.”

“Yes, I saw that, but now your hands hurt, don’t they?” “Yes.”

“But you knew they would, and that’s why you struck that kid in the throat, to spare your hands. You’re so fast you have time to choose where your punches land.”

“So?”

“So I’ve never seen anyone that fast.”
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Gouge regarded the man, noting dozens of scars. His short hair was black and gray and an oversized apron covered his bulky body. He gave the impression of fat but Gouge saw muscle beneath.

“You’re just a butcher. What have you seen? Blood and guts from barnyard animals don’t count.”

“I’m a butcher now. I was a soldier in His Majesty’s militia for years.” “Great, another soldier. You want me to assault shoplifters?”

The butcher laughed. “No, but I do owe you for averting a theft and I am touched by your loyalty to your sister. You earned a reward. Also, I hate to see talent like yours wasted. I’ll train you how to use that sword and pay you a little coin, too. You can guard my store while I’m in back or at the auction. What do you think?”

Gouge looked to Billy for guidance.

“Yes,” Billy advised.

“Yes,” Gouge said. “But Raga stays at your shop with me.” “Of course. Tomorrow morning. Sunrise.” “I will. What’s your name?”

“Call me Butcher. What’s yours?”

“Gouge. That is my friend Pitter-Patter. You already met Raga.”

Billy gave Butcher a quick nod. Raga discovered the lines on her palm and studied them intently. Butcher noticed and understanding softened his face.

The boy in the dirt woke and heaved to his feet. He eyed them with hatred and the butcher told him to never show his face again. He walked away.

Two members of the city watch approached and the butcher spoke to them like old friends. Billy suggested now was a good time to leave and the kids drifted away.

They spent the rest of the day exploring the city. Each circular wall had multiple gates which led to nicer sections of the city, none guarded. At the sixth ring guards were posted and refused entry to most.

They searched for the library and Billy was stunned when they found it; the stone building was huge. A massive white marble step-pyramid towering eight levels, each side was five city blocks long. Billy wondered how many manuscripts were held there.

“This is bigger than the New York library!” he gushed.

The polished stone terraces were covered in hanging gardens at every level. The ground floor was open on four sides by huge double doors thrown wide.

Billy and Gouge stepped into the immense hall. People from around the world sat at large oak tables or on the mosaic floor. Enormous bookcases reached from floor to ceiling, stuffed with tomes of every shape and size. Scroll racks lined the walls and maps of every description hung around the room.

“They allow anyone in?”

“We’ll see,” Gouge said. “Everybody hates orphans.” “What stops thieves?”

Gouge laughed. “Fear, the fact most cannot read, that theft of a royal tome carries a death penalty, and that for a small fee a copy will be made. Why steal?”

“Death penalty?”

“The King of Appacca values his collection highly. He pays for any new volume added to the collection. There are book hunters called Tomists that travel the world, gathering, and return for handsome reward. The inventory has grown for centuries.
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Each new king has carried on the tradition, father to son. His Majesty will forgive a hungry man stealing a loaf of bread but one of his precious books? There will be no absolution.”

Billy was overwhelmed. Gouge put an arm around his friend’s shoulder and steered him to a large chair. Raga immediately began to wander off again. Gouge brought her back. Billy thumbed a book someone had left behind. He had no idea the language but the script was beautiful.

“Pitter-Patter, listen; Raga and I don’t belong so we’re going to explore more of the city. We’ll be back before nightfall.”

“I’ll be here. A library is my church.”

Billy began to wander. He walked the rows of bookcases, drawing a random tome here and there, surprised he could read most. Hours slipped away as he browsed. He lingered until dark.

Gouge and Raga returned. Gouge shared some of the places they’d discovered and Billy talked about how much he loved this place. Neither of them paid attention to Raga for the moment and she wandered a short distance and reached for a book. Gouge caught her in time.

They headed to camp.

Cinder was in the valve house and delighted to see everyone, jumping and woofing like a puppy. Rainwater dripped from a dozen openings in the roof but the place held heat well. Bast had prepared dinner and everyone was hungry. After long minutes of feasting, Bin suggested he tried again to help Raga.

“She’s clearly traumatized,” he said. “For her own safety and the safety of the group, we need to be able to communicate with her. What happens to her if something happens to you? She takes direction from no one else. I need to reach her. We need her to understand we are her friends too.”

“Can she be seated on my lap?”

“Of course. No problem.”

“Let me talk to her. Roll your sleeves up. Let her see you carry nothing hidden.” Bast took Cinder and moved to the far side of the room. Gouge sat talking with Raga for several minutes, his voice calming. Raga’s attention drifted around the room

as always. When Gouge sat her on his lap, she did nothing.

“Raga,” Bin began. “If you can hear me, I want you to know I’m going to look inside your mind. I will not hurt you. I want you to know you are safe. Gouge will stay with you.”

Raga’s faraway eyes followed an invisible butterfly.

Bin rested his torch on a rusted spigot and placed his hand on her forehead. He began his soft song and his mind slowly sank into hers. He gasped and his mouth slowly opened. His eyes went wide. His back arched and his gaze gradually lifted until he gazed at the moldy ceiling.

Gouge whispered, “What’s happening, Pitter-Patter?”

Bast watched her brother, clearly worried. Cinder raised her head, curious.

“Pitter-Patter?” Gouge repeated.

“Hang on.”

Bin drew a lungful of air and exhaled in a long low groan. Billy’s hackles rose. There was something ominous in the tone and his gut told him to end this. He smacked
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Bin’s hand off Raga. Raga was unaffected but Bin sank to the ground on legs too weak to hold him.

“Are you all right?” Bast asked.

“She’s…old,” he muttered. “I mean really old. Ancient. I sensed many years, tumbling backward through time.”

Bast and Billy turned to look at the little girl.

“Is she dangerous?” Bast asked.

Bin shook his head, slowly returning to himself.

“What did you see?”

“I saw nothing. I heard voices. Hundreds of them. Thousands. At first the sound was a hum I did not understand. Then I realized so many people spoke at the same time the sound became a drone I concentrated and the voices separated; male, female, old, young, angry, sad. Somehow a multitude lives in her.”

“Any news on that huge rune she loves to draw?” Billy asked.

“No, nothing. One voice, older and female, sounded confident and in charge. I reached out to her but she disappeared as soon as I made contact. I don’t know if she’s connected to the rune or not but I sensed she was intelligent and experienced.”

Gouge hugged Raga.

“I don’t know what she is,” Bin explained. “But she’s not just a little girl.”

Cinder faced the entrance and growled, rising to her feet. Gouge sat Raga in the corner and had his short sword drawn before the rest of the group realized something was wrong. Cinder and Gouge approached the doorway slowly.

A man burst through dressed as Kultho militia. Faced with a wolf and a child, he focused his attention on the wolf and drew back his broadsword, preparing to run the beast through.

With a flash of speed, Gouge slammed his short sword into the man’s neck. The blade sank to the cross guard. Gouge used his momentum and drove the man backward, slamming him into the stone wall. Blood sprayed over everyone. Cinder launched at the man’s wrist and bones cracked. The broadsword tumbled free and Gouge swiftly retrieved the weapon, ready for more, but the man dropped at his feet, gurgling around the steel in his throat. He fell face-first into the dirt. Cinder kept her jaws clamped on his wrist.

Raga played with her little toe but Billy and the twins were stunned. “Hopefully they always come at us one at a time,” Gouge stated, prodding the

man with his foot.

All three gaped at him in horror.

Billy recovered first. “I cannot believe that just happened. Bast, can you still heal him? Is there time?”

She shook her head, staring across the small room. “I see in his eyes he’s gone. I cannot have contact when a soul leaves this world. I could be pulled out too. I’ve come close and I have no desire to repeat that excruciating experience. He’s dead but even if he’s on the doorstep, he’s too far gone for me.”

Gouge stuck his head out the front door to look around and then stepped outside. After he departed, Bast called Cinder away from the body. Raga discovered a particularly captivating blade of grass while Bin stared at the spreading pool of red. Gouge stepped back inside.
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“He was alone. Lucky us. Probably spotted us in town today and followed us here. Wanted to get all the credit for himself. I hope the rest do the same.”

Billy shook his head. “They won’t. We can’t stay here. What if there were two and he sent one to tell the others and then came on himself? We need a new place, fast, but first we need to sink this body in the lake.”

“I’ll handle it,” Gouge said.

“I might know of a new place,” Bin said. “When we went to get Cinder I spotted a culvert at lake’s edge. Big. We could venture into the sewers a short distance. Bast and I lived in the caves under Lecanum for months. Hopefully, we can find an area that does not reek.”

“Good idea, Bin. Take us,” Billy said.

In five minutes the group was packed and ready to move. Gouge pulled the man into the lake and then stuffed his clothing with rocks. When he let go, the body sank.

“I hope he doesn’t bloat and float,” Gouge joked. No one laughed.

They stuck to the water’s edge, using trees and reeds for cover, following the curving lakeshore north. On the outskirts of the city, a dozen feet above the lake, they found a huge square opening of cut stone, taller than Gouge and loosely hidden by oak and maple trees. Beyond the mouth, a tunnel led into pitch darkness. A knee-deep rush of dirty water ran into the lake.

“Thankfully the rain abated,” Bin said. “I bet this tunnel floods during storms.” Gouge and Cinder took the lead. Bast held a torch. Fifty feet in, the tunnel

branched into two smaller tubes. They choose the left, angling towards the city, and discreetly marked the wall. Whenever faced with a choice, they always moved farther under the city, scoring the tunnel as they went.

Finally, the passageway opened into a large room where the waters from many tunnels combined, some clear, some foul. Those combined into a single trough which poured into a massive pool. A wide flat ledge circled the pool on three sides.

“There,” Billy announced. “That ledge. That’s our new camp.”

They moved to the shelf above the pool, surrounded by the din of waterfalls.

“I wonder how deep the pool is?” Gouge asked.

Billy studied his face. “You’ve completely moved on already.” Gouge gave him a confused stare.

“You killed a man,” Billy stated.

“Yeah? So? Not the first and not the last.”

“He may have been a father or husband. He may have been someone’s brother. He was someone’s son. Does that bother you?”

“Not at all, Pitter-Patter.”

“How can you kill like that?”

“He was there to kill us.”

“Yes, but—“

“No, Pitter-Patter. That’s all. He was there to kill us. There is nothing else. I didn’t go looking for him. I didn’t murder him. He was there to kill us. I killed him instead.”

Billy looked around at the others, seeking moral support. Bast met his eyes and gave an understanding nod. Bin’s face was blank. Billy’s shoulders sagged.

“Let’s get some sleep,” Bin suggested. “We’re exhausted. I’ll enjoy a normal clock again instead of sleeping during the day.”
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Chapter 15

When Billy awoke the next morning, Gouge and Raga were gone. He was alarmed at first but then remembered the new job with the butcher. Bast slept soundly with Cinder awake by her side. He and the wolf gazed at each other and Billy marveled at the intelligence he saw behind the animal’s eyes.

An epiphany hit him. He realized that had Cinder killed the man last night, Billy would have no moral difficulty whatsoever. Questioning the wolf’s actions would be absurd. Cinder would protect herself and those in her pack against any threat, plain and simple. Like Gouge, the beast operated at an instinctive level. They saw things in black or white.

Billy remembered the fight in the street yesterday. Gouge knocked the older boys around but did not kill them. Gouge wasn’t bloodthirsty, but threaten death and you receive death. Threaten a beating and you receive a beating.

I owe Gouge an apology, Billy concluded.

He stretched a hand and scratched Cinder behind the ear and the wolf leaned into the affection, eager for more. Her eyelids drooped with pleasure.

This is my pack, Billy realized. I should be as ready to protect them as they are me. They rallied around me because they saw my need was great and my cause worthy. They’ve put themselves at risk on my behalf to help me get home. I would never find friends like this on Earth.

Worried the soldier from Kultho may have alerted others, the group agreed to spend several days in hiding. When Gouge returned in the evening he was frustrated, complaining how the Butcher had him killing flies with a long thin reed.

“I easily catch them with my hands but he won’t let me. He says I can’t have fly guts on my hands and work in a butcher’s shop. He has me killing them with a thin, springy rod. I went there to get sword training and he’s making me look like an idiot.”

The next day was more of the same and the day after too. Each evening Gouge returned angry and frustrated, humiliated at his failure.

“The reed whips around if I try to use my speed. I can’t swat at them. I’m forced to thrust and keep my eyes intensely focused. I look stupid.”

The older boys that tried to steal the sausage came by the shop and apologized to the butcher and he sent them away with a large ham hock each.

“Those were the guys that tried to rob you.”

“I know that, Gouge.”

“Why did you reward them? You should have me beat them.”

“I didn’t reward them, I fed them. They apologized and promised never to do such a thing again.”

“You believed them?” Gouge rolled his eyes.

The butcher smiled and went back to work.

For two weeks, the party stayed hidden underground. They explored the tunnels and mapped a network beneath the entire city. Some security work had been done under the palace, with heavy iron bars set into the stonework, but mostly they had free reign. Bast was small enough to slip through all but the tiniest grating. Spaced every mile or so was a shaft to the surface. Billy sketched the system; adding every tunnel, no
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matter the size, and every access point, as the party discovered them. He also added notes about how the area smelled or what lay on the street above. He located two secondary camp sites in case they needed to move.

At the end of the second week, they stumbled onto a central station for all tunnels under the city. Every tunnel and trough led to or away from this chamber, a massive ancient cavern under the city, shaped into a reservoir to hold storm waters and allow them to drain away slowly, protecting the overall structure. Billy found another ledge like the first, but much bigger, and the party agreed, with access to everything, this made a better camp.

When Gouge came home the next night he announced he’d killed his first fly, intentionally, and the butcher paid him two pieces of silver. He placed the coins on the stonework and the children gathered around to stare.

“They’re beautiful,” Bast said. “Is that the king?” “Yes,” Gouge replied.

The two thin, shiny, silver disks were about two inches in diameter with King Georges of Appacca on one side and crossed swords on the other. Billy marveled at his friend; Gouge did the work and took the risk and when paid, shared freely. Never did he think the money might be his alone. For Gouge, there was only the group, his new family, and anything he acquired belonged to all.

Gouge said: “First we buy Raga new clothes. Bast, I’m hoping you’ll help with that. In fact, we need new clothes. I don’t know how much we can get with two silver but we should try to dress everyone.”

Billy grew increasingly eager to return to the library and Bin, seeking to learn if they were still pursued, walked the streets searching for men in Kultho livery. When he found them, he followed to learn where they stayed. The kids avoided that area of town.

After three weeks, they’d learned the safest and cleanest sewer routes and the party moved freely around the city. They also learned other lost children lived below the streets. Two gangs staked claims; one uptown, made up of five older boys, and the other on the far side of the harbor. These groups inhabited the sewers but did not explore them, venturing only a few hundred feet and setting up camp. The gang by the harbor, made up of ten young men, called themselves the Rat Pack and caused a great deal of trouble, robbing merchants, mugging citizens, and even assaulting officers.

Two weeks later Bin approached with excitement in his eyes. He’d followed a small unexplored tunnel and discovered the tube led to the lowest cellar of the library.

“You can go whenever you like, Billy. Even after they close, you can roam free.” “Take me.”

An hour later, Billy wiggled through the grate that separated the library from the sewers. Together, he and Bin began exploring a chamber filled with slanted wooden shelves holding thousands of clay tablets and other cuneiform plaques. A layer of dust covered everything. After some time, he noticed they left footprints. Bin followed his gaze and said: “They’ll know we were here. What do we do?”

Billy shrugged. “Lack of footprints tells me no one has come here in a long time. To hide ours we’d need to wipe the whole place clean, but why bother, since no one has come down here is such a long time?”

Bin sent his eyes around the room. “I wonder why,” he said Billy examined a tablet about two feet square.

56


“Maybe these are so old the language was lost?”

The boys searched the room and found narrow stone steps leading to a heavy wooden door, glazed in amber and bound in bands of copper.

“Do we open this?” Bin asked.

“Not now. On the other side the library is open and filled with people. Let’s come back in the middle of the night.”

The boys finished their search of the room and then wiggled out through the bars and headed home. Gouge and Raga returned and Gouge stomped around ranting and raving, venting his frustration. Butcher refused to train him in even the basics of swordplay and Gouge had endured enough.

“If not for the silver, I would quit. Butcher treats me like an idiot. I can now kill flies at will. Customers praise the shop, delighted by how clean I keep the place, but Butcher does not care. If he thinks teaching me to kill flies with a stick is teaching me swordsmanship, he’s wrong. An enemy with a sword is no fly.”

Billy wandered away and sat. He dangled his feet over the ledge and gazed into the huge pool far below. A dark mood had settled on him and he wanted privacy. He plucked a wet leaf from a trough nearby and tore tiny pieces to toss into the water, watching as they meandered along until one outlet or another sucked them in. He knew they were destined for the lake.

He missed his mother less these days and that troubled him.

Everything was different now. He had friends ready to die for each other. He had a massive library stuffed with mythical texts which captured his imagination. Sometimes days sailed by and he never thought of his mother or his old life. Guilt ballooned inside him each time he realized she was gone from his thoughts. Sinister men hunted the book and that gave him pause, but so did the knowledge that once he translated the tome, he’d head for home.

I want to stay, he admitted. His stomach soured.

Cinder wandered over and lay next to him, her massive head on his thigh. He scratched her favorite spot behind her ear.

My mother needs me. I must go back.

Gouge continued his tirade against the butcher and his friends listened and laughed, entertained by his angst. Raga stared at her palm seeing something she alone could see and laughing out of sync with the others.

Billy lay on the stonework, staring at the ceiling. Cinder moved her head to his chest and the wolf’s body heat warmed him. He closed his eyes. Within minutes he fell asleep.

Over the next three weeks, Bin saw Kultho soldiers less frequently and for the last three days, he’d seen none. He reported the guards were giving up. After sunset, Billy ventured above ground and Bast took Cinder out of the city to hunt in the wilderness.

“Let me go with you,” Gouge offered.

“No, thanks. If you come Raga comes and I need some time alone.” “All right, but there are storm clouds building again. Don’t get caught.”

Billy stuck to alleys and roads with little traffic. The vigorous walk and clean air felt good. There was still much of this city he had never seen. He turned randomly,

57


trying to get lost, secure in the knowledge all he had to do was enter the sewers and find his way home.

He slipped through a large gate into the inner city, and then an hour later went deeper still. This was the deepest he’d ever gone. Everywhere he looked he saw wealth. Citizens rode in carriages and wore fancy clothing. They spoke eloquently and smelled good. Everyone traveled with servants and bodyguards. Gone were the merchant stalls and tables, replaced by well-lit storefronts. The dirt roads became cobblestone streets bordered by raised wooden sidewalks and identified with hand painted signs. Long burning oil lamps lit the streets at regular intervals.

Billy hesitated; no place for a lone boy to hide here. He could not blend in and he could not move from shadow to shadow. He looked up; Lampton Avenue, the sign read.

Time to head back.

He ducked into the next alley and scanned the cobblestones looking for an entrance to the sewer. He moved farther into darkness, leaving the street behind. Ahead he saw a black rectangle against the curb.

A groan of pain stopped him dead. Behind a stack of crates, he saw a pair of men’s boots. Investigating, he found a well-dressed man lying on the ground, hands wrapped around the pommel of an anelace protruding from his chest. Thick blood, black in the darkness of the alley, dripped over his knuckles. Billy backed a few steps, ready to run, but the man’s labored breathing stopped him. He scanned the alley. The pool of blood around the man told him he’d been there a while.

If I walk away, he dies.

Across the alley, he saw a similar stack of crates covered with a canvas tarp. He quickly removed the tarp and covered the man. He knelt next to the man’s ear.

“You are too big to move,” he whispered. “I’ll bring help. You must hold on.” Billy dropped through the gutter and into the sewers. After a short distance, he

recognized where he was and aimed for camp. He ran for help as fast as he could. His friends were surprised when he appeared out of the dark, sweating and

panicked.

“Come quickly!” he blurted, before running the way he’d come. He heard them give chase, throwing questions at his back. Gouge scooped up Raga and Bast told Cinder to stay. Billy led them through the twists and turns until they emerged in the alley. Billy pulled the tarp and showed them the wounded man.

Gouge put his hands on his head. “What have you done?” he cried.

“I didn’t do anything, Gouge. You think I stabbed him?”

“Don’t be daft. I know you didn’t stab him, but this is Crown Prince Audric, and now we’re right in a huge mess.”

“But we did nothing wrong.”

Gouge gave a harsh laugh. “Yes we did, Billy. We were born low and poor.” “Stop using our names,” Bast hissed. She knelt to examine the wound. “His attacker left the blade in and that was stupid. That’s the only reason this man is still

alive. I smell a weak poison too. Why is a prince alone in an alley?”

“Prince Audric loves women and wine,” Gouge said. “He often sneaks from the palace for both. Drives mom and dad crazy. They’ll kill misfits like us to keep the scandal quiet. I say we push the blade in and get out of here. What were you doing in this section of town anyway, Billy?”
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“Walking.”

Bast spoke: “We cannot stay here. I can heal him but I’ll need time, and we may be discovered any moment. We either bring him or leave him, but we cannot stay.”

Billy looked at the man and then at the entrance to the sewers. “Grab his feet, I have an idea.”

They used the tarp to maneuver the tall man through the culvert. Bin made sure they left no tracks. They moved a short distance down the tunnel and then Bast examined the prince.

“I can save him but we will need many days to recover.” Gouge pulled the signet ring from the prince’s finger.

“You plan on selling that?” Billy asked. “You’d be arrested instantly. Or you want to wear the ring around town after they find the body?”

Gouge stared at the ring as if he held a maggot. He started to put the ring back.

“Wait,” Billy said, an edge in his voice.

“What are you thinking, Pitter-Patter?” Bin asked.

Billy did not answer. His mind churned; storm, ring, sewer, prince. storm, ring, sewer, prince.

Bin opened his mouth but Bast silenced him with a touch of her hand. Billy’s friends waited while his mind raced.

“What if,” he began, “after we heal the prince, we ransom him?” Silence.

Billy talked fast. “We send the ring to the palace as proof we have Prince Audric.” “There is so much wrong with this idea,” Bin said.

“The royals will kill us without hesitation,” Bast added.

“Or arrest us so they can torture us in Georges dungeon,” Gouge said.

“Listen,” Billy cautioned. “You haven’t heard the details. We demand our payment in gold dust, not coin, and order cloth bags placed at the street corner of our choosing.”

Bast shook her head slowly. “They’ll hide soldiers around. Even in homes. We’d never collect. If we did, we couldn’t run with heavy bags of gold.”

“You’re right, Bast, so let’s not run at all.” Billy turned to Gouge. “I saw a fletcher when we entered the city. In front of his shop he had a barrel of fire arrows for sale.”

“I saw them too,” Gouge said. “So what?”

“So the dark clouds overhead mean rain, a lot, and soon. We make our demands; they stack the bags at the corner and hide soldiers. But we don’t come to collect. You shoot fire arrows from a distance and ignite the bags and the gold dust washes into the sewers.”

Gouge scoffed. “Wash the gold down the drain? Great plan, Pitter-Patter.” “We’ll have a sluice set up,” Billy continued. “We know these sewers. We know

exactly where the waters flow. When we pick the corner, we know in advance where the gold will travel. We’ll lose some but we’ll catch a lot.”

Bast’s eyes grew wide with understanding. She knelt and placed her hand on the prince and began a low, soft, singsong. Her lilting voice floated through the air. Gouge turned to watch.

“Which corner is best?” Bin asked.

“I don’t know yet. I’ll steal some dyes from the garment district and run tests. We also want a corner where the guards will need to hang back. Like a square or market.”
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Bin nodded his head thoughtfully. “Because we use dust, they can’t mark the coins and track us. There are plenty of prospectors in town so converting gold powder is no big deal. We’ll need to spend carefully, especially at first.”

“Won’t they enter the sewers to chase their treasure?” Gouge said.

“Doubtful. They watched their gold wash away, like you said,” Billy replied.

“What do we use for a sluice?” Bin asked.

Billy nudged the prince with a boot. “His shirt and pants are top quality. They’ll work. The frame we build from branches.”

“But we have the ring,” Gouge said. “Your plan works whether the Price is alive or not. Why let him live? Alive, we must take care of him. If our plan works, we worry if he can identify us. If we kill him, we can still collect the gold but reduce our risk.”

“And be guilty of coldblooded murder,” Bin scolded. “They may not chase their lost gold. They have plenty and the act would appear unseemly. But murder their son and I promise they’ll rip the city apart to find his killers.”

Gouge shrugged. “Okay. This may work, Billy.”

“Everyone grab the tarp again,” Billy instructed. “Carry him to camp. We’ll blindfold and bind him before he wakes. The less he knows about us, the better.”

Gouge lifted Raga and his corner of the tarp. The party struggled to carry this heavy adult body, and at times worried they might inadvertently kill the prince, but eventually they moved the young man to their hideout.

Bast began the healing in earnest. Billy slowly withdrew the blade and Bast continued the song which released her power. She struggled to continue as the grievous wound migrated from him to her, easily one of the worst she’d attempted, but sustained her effort through willpower. As the prince’s hurt became hers, they moaned in unison and Cinder whimpered with concern.

Bin first laid his hand on his sister, calming her, and then the prince, soothing his delirium. He broke contact and Audric settled into a deep calm.

Bast sang for a long time. Gouge watched intently. When Billy grinned Gouge

said: “I’ve never seen her heal. You described her gift but seeing for myself is intense.” Bast and the prince slept deeply for a day and a half. After, Bast took only water, maintaining her contact with the man as she pulled him back into the world of the living.

They drifted in and out of sleep for days.

The boys made use of the time. Gouge stole six fire arrows and Billy, careful to avoid the extra patrols looking for the missing prince, poured colored dyes into the sewers and tracked the color. He determined which corner served best and then he and Gouge built the sluice, which they tested extensively.

When all was ready, Billy placed the ring and instructions inside a small cloth bag and threw the bag at some passing guards. By now the palace was aware.

Billy fiddled with the sluice one last time. He imagined the guard’s shocked faces when the gold washed away.

If Gouge misses, we release the prince. If the palace refuses to pay, we release the prince. If the sluice fails to collect any gold, we release the prince.

“There’s nothing wrong with the sluice,” Gouge said, returning from work. “How’s the prince?”

“Weak. Resting. Hungry.” Billy stood and ran his fingers through his messy brown hair. “I have extra sacks to hold the dust. Have I missed anything?”
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Gouge laughed. “You? No. Pitter-Patter thinks of everything, every time.”

Billy lifted the lever that dropped the prince’s shirt into the trough. Water flowed through smoothly and a few twigs caught in the fine silk. He lifted the lever and removed the debris.

“Works perfectly,” Gouge said. “Leave the thing alone. I’m starving.” The next day, rain began at sunset.

Gouge took his position several rooftops away where he had a clear line of sight to the street corner, and the twins waited with the prince inside an alcove under the streets. Billy paced near the drop-off point, eager to see how the palace responded. He reasoned the higher the ransom, the angrier the royal family, so he asked for four bags of dust only. A reasonable sum for the return of a favorite son.

The tread of booted feet brought his full attention to the street. Six stern soldiers led a horse and flatbed wagon. Four bags as big as pillowcases lay stacked in the center of the cart. Billy’s eyes went wide.

Good God, that’s too much. Those are grain bags.

Two soldiers went to inform the citizenry and order them to stay in their homes.

The remaining four unloaded heavy bags of gold dust.

Billy watched the men intensely, his brow furrowed and his lips pursed. The soldiers heaved the bags like the body of a grown man.

If that’s all dust…

Billy calmed his mind.

Excitement leads to greed and greed will ruin us. That might be gold but that might be sand. We’ll get what we get and disappear regardless.

As expected, the soldiers pretended to leave but then doubled back to hide. The rainfall increased and the winds began to gust and Billy worried about Gouge’s marksmanship.

Too much rain and he’ll be blind. Too much wind and the arrow strays.

Billy’s guts were a twisted knot. His head hurt, his neck ached, his heart raced. Gouge wasted no time. The wind buffeted him and the drizzle became a shower,

but the moment the soldiers slipped into the shadows, he stood, braced himself against an old brick chimney, and fired.

The first arrow bounced off the cobblestone street and burst into flame against a wagon wheel. He drew and fired again and with a thud and a whoosh, the first bag burst into flame. He drew again and another ball of flame lit the dark street. His bowstring twanged as he put two more arrows into the conflagration. Shocked guards ran into the street, swords drawn. With no opponent to fight, they gawked at each other, unsure what to do. They stared back the way the arrows had come but Gouge was too far away, lost in darkness and rainfall.

Billy ran for the sluice.

Gouge fired again but the missile hit the street. The final bolt landed with a thump and added to the roaring fire.

Billy ran as fast as he could.

The royal family will ask every fletcher in town about those fire arrows. Let’s hope no one saw Gouge.
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Billy slipped through a culvert and raced to his apparatus. Rainwater poured from the many troughs and tunnels and gushed through the sluice. The sound deafened. He knelt next to his machine, dropped the lever, and waited.

“Come on, come on, come on…”

He knew in the streets above, Gouge now raced for cover, taking an elaborate path to their camp to lose anyone following him. Billy imagined the fleetfooted young man running through the dark city streets like a shadow.

Billy held the torch over the device, hoping for anything. Clear water flowed. Time crawled.

“Come on!” he cried. “Something!”

He scanned the trench, looking for a sparkle.

Why is this taking so long?

He followed the trough upstream, holding the torch low, searching for a glimmer. The water became increasingly frothy where the channel emerged from the wall so he returned to the sluice.

A moment later, a golden glitter sparkled.

“Ha!” He dropped to his knees, face inches above the water.

Another twinkle followed. Then another.

Not much but we’ll take any we can get. I’ll leave the sluice running all night.

A tendril of golden sand wormed down the trough. His mouth dropped open. He grabbed the torch and followed the coil upstream until the glittering snake was lost beneath the froth. He returned to the sluice. The silk shirt bulged. He laughed and scooped wet gold dust into a larger sack.

Gouge exited a nearby tunnel and jogged over.

“Working okay, Pitter-Patter?”

Billy laughed. “Fantastic! Grab another sack.”

Gouge ignored Billy and knelt, gazing at the twisting vine running along the bottom of the trough. Gouge turned a stunned face to his friend, unable to speak.

“I know,” Billy said, beaming. “We may need more bags.”

The dust trickled in for hours. By the time they finished they had many sacks of gold dust stacked beside them.

“Billy, we’re rich. This is more than I ever imagined.”

“The first pipe must carry a sharp decline,” Billy said. “The water comes out so fast. The gold is shoved forward.”

Gouge rolled his eyes and hugged his friend. “Whatever. Let’s tie these sacks and head for camp. I can’t wait to see their faces.”

The boys looped the sacks around their shoulders and began the hike back to camp. Bast and Prince Audric slept but Bin played with Raga. He froze when he saw the bags hanging around the boy’s necks. Gouge grinned broadly.

“Is that?” Bin asked.

Gouge nodded wildly.

They woke Bast and Billy asked if the prince was ready to move. Bast said he was. Bin and Gouge led the blindfolded royal, dressed in breeches and undershirt, on a twisting route out of the sewers and then through a maze of alleys until all sense of direction was lost. Once above ground, Bin led the prince to a fountain and made him sit
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while Gouge went in search of guardsmen. A thrown rock followed by an insult got the guards to give chase and Gouge led them to the fountain before losing them.

Back at the camp, Billy had stacked the gold and everyone looked with wide-eyed amazement at their haul.

“How much is that?” Bast asked. “I mean if the dust were gold coins? Fifty? A hundred?”

Gouge laughed. “More like a thousand.”

Bast dropped to the ground. “A thousand gold coins?”

Cinder wandered over to nuzzle her neck and Bast held the wolf’s face and spoke to her blazing yellow eyes.

“We’re rich, sweet puppy. Thanks to Pitter-Patter, we’re rich.” Cinder wagged her tail.

“Yes, thank you, Pitter-Patter,” Bin said. “I had doubts but this was pure genius. No way could I ever conceive a plan like this.”

“We’re not safe yet,” Billy cautioned. “There’s more to do.”

“No,” Bin replied. “I imagine difficulties never end. But gold buys a lot of options. The prince will soon be home safe. They may not even chase their lost gold.”

“I have an idea about that,” Billy said. “Remember that unused library room you found? What if we block the door from our side? We could live in there for a long time. No one visits that room. If someone tried the door, they’ll think the hinges have rusted. The palace guard could search the sewers and never find us there. The tunnel to the room is too small for them. We hide until some new crisis distracts the royal family and they forget about us.”

“I like the idea,” Gouge said. “But understand the royal family will never quit. People like that never quit. They see their money like they see their children. We’ve attacked them personally. They’ll want revenge.”

“So, we agree to be smart and never stop,” Billy said.

Heads nodded.

The city was an angry hornet’s nest for a long time. City guard invaded homes at random, searching for evidence of the kidnapping. People got arrested for mere suspicion. The palace guard tore up the street where the dust had vanished, but quit the hunt after just a hundred feet.

The populace tolerated the oppression for a while; a royal child had been kidnapped after all. But then the crowd turned ugly. The royal family had their son back. Merchants complained about lost income and the king was forced to back down.

The day after the payoff Bast converted a small amount of dust to coin.


Chapter 16

A few days later, the first snowstorm of winter hit and the busy city ground to a halt. After the storm, the last wagons from Boonport Bay arrived and the populace hunkered down for winter. Boonport Bay was far enough south the harbor never froze but overland trade dropped to a trickle.

Gouge continued working for the butcher and that was where the lieutenant saw him four days later. The party settled into their new place under the library. Raga wandered as she always did, listening to sounds no one else heard and seeing sights
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no one else saw. Every few days, Bast visited a new coin exchange to trade an insignificant quantity of dust for coin.

One night Billy and Gouge sat around the small fire, continuing a religious debate started long ago. Distracted, neither saw Raga follow the wall behind the high shelves and away from the fire. She reached the end of the room, surrounded by clay tablets, and turned to retrace her steps. She extended a hand to steady herself. When her hand contacted a plaque, liquid, electricblue light glowed beneath her fingertips. Her eyes rolled back in her head. She gasped, a tiny sound too low for the party to hear. Her trembling fingers moved across the characters, blue light sizzling. Her unfocused eyes wandered. She finished that tablet and moved to the next. One by one, her hand traveled the row of fragile tiles. When she reached the end of the row there were no more tablets to touch and her hand fell away.

Contact broken, she sank to the floor with a groan.

Billy and Gouge took a break from their debate and Gouge checked on the little girl, content when he saw her napping on the floor.

“I’m going for a walk,” Billy announced.

Gouge waved him away and gathered Raga, returning the child to her sleeping mat and gently covering the girl with a light blanket.

Above ground, Billy set a brisk pace. His hands were fists inside his coat pockets. His debate with Gouge had reminded him of his mother at Saint Luke’s Roosevelt hospital. He doubted the Gray Robes still searched for him, but even if they did, he had to take the chance. He had to get home. He had to get the book translated. He passed a beggar seated in a doorway and stopped to check on him, handing over a few copper coins for food and a blanket. He resumed walking.

I’ll say something tomorrow, he decided. This night is too peaceful.

Billy strolled the snow-covered streets of Appacca for hours.

In the morning Gouge dressed himself and then Raga. The girl was more docile than usual. Billy said he would walk with Gouge as far as the butcher shop and then have a look around the library.

“I’m wondering what’s on the other side of that door.”

There was a thin layer of snow on the ground and the city felt scrubbed and fresh. The merchants had their best wares on display. When Billy stopped to examine a beautiful red kite, Gouge and Raga kept walking.

When he turned to rejoin his friends, he saw two men behind Gouge, one with a cudgel held high, the other carrying four-chain shackles.

They wore Kultho colors and before he shouted a warning, the first man swung a fierce blow at Gouge’s head. Billy heard the thud from across the street and saw his friend crumble. The second man knelt and snapped manacles in place.

Billy ran to help his friend.

Stunned, Gouge fought weakly. A set of shackles clicked around the young man’s ankles. Raga watched in horror. She raised a hand to her mouth, backing away from the horrible violence. In moments, her beloved protector was subdued. She began to cry. She pointed at the man securing the manacles and opened her mouth in a wide and silent scream.

Billy was still twenty feet away when her outstretched hand began to drip fire like molten wax and then explode with a jet of flame shaped like an eagle’s claw. A talon as
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big as a horse shot across the distance and grabbed the man, carrying him across the street and smashing him against a building. Bones snapped.

Billy gawked.

Terrified townspeople ran in every direction.

Raga raised her other hand and another talon shot out. This one grabbed the second man and lifted him, screaming, as high as nearby towers, igniting him like kindling and holding him, trapped. The claw disappeared and he fell to the street with a deep thump.

Billy’s mind reeled.

A third man stepped from hiding. Billy recognized him as the lieutenant from Kultho. Raga raised her hand and the man backed away, darting inside a spice shop to hide. Raga lowered her hand. Her mental aimlessness returned along with a deep fatigue.

Billy ran to the body in the street, ignoring the stench of burned flesh, and snatched the keys to the manacles. In moments Gouge was free. The three fled the empty street, taking a winding path to the butcher shop, slowed by a drowsy Raga.

“Place your footsteps among the others,” Billy warned.

“Let’s go home,” Gouge said.

“No. What if there are more? We cannot lead them home.”

Gouge nodded and picked up Raga. Within two steps, she was asleep. The butcher greeted them with a fast fading smile. “What happened?” “I was jumped by three Kultho soldiers. Billy and Raga drove them off.” Butcher eyed the children dubiously. “How?” Billy gave Gouge a questioning look.

“You can trust him,” Gouge said, feeling the back of his skull. “I do.” “How much?” Billy asked.

“Everything.” Gouge lowered Raga to a chair.

Billy appraised the butcher and then shrugged. “You’ve worked with him for weeks so I’ll trust your judgement. Shut the door and grab a stool. This will take some time. Gouge, I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Billy told Butcher of their journey to Appacca. He admitted drowning a guard but avoided ransoming the prince. He hesitated describing Raga’s talons of fire but told the truth. Butcher leaned back, brow furrowed.

“That’s an adventure. You kids are tough.” “Thanks,” Billy replied. “We look out for each other.”

“I thought magic was dead,” Gouge blurted. “How did Raga do that?”

“Wizards are dead,” the butcher answered. “Magic is not dead but locked away. Bloodletters have ways around the Rending. You say Raga shot flames without speaking? I’ve never heard of magic like that. Every spell must be spoken.”

Butcher inspected her dainty hands and woke her. She lightly touched the deep lines of his face.

“Did the third man follow you?”

“No,” Billy replied. “I’m certain.”

“Good. There is little love between Kalmuun and Apathacura, so I doubt this lieutenant will appeal to the royal family for help. In fact, their attempt to arrest someone would land the lieutenant in the dungeon. About this little girl, I have no idea. Her mind
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is permanently elsewhere. How can she focus enough to summon fire? Your danger triggered her but I’ll wager this is not something she controls.”

“One of those men saw Gouge here at work,” Billy concluded. “They knew his path. They knew where to wait for him.”

“You’re a smart one,” Butcher said. “Yes, I agree. I guess your days of killing flies are over. I’m sure you’re disappointed.”

Gouge looked shocked. “I’m fired? You said you’d train me!” “I did train you.”

“You had me killing flies!”

Butcher smiled. “You’ll see, when the time comes. I’ll ask around about this lieutenant and discover how many men came with him. I’ll find out about that mysterious rider you mentioned too.”

“Why are you helping?” Billy asked.

Butcher squatted so his face was level. “Because I, too, was once a child alone in this world, and a man helped me that had no reason to do so.”

Raga dabbed a finger in a pool of fresh pig’s blood.

The Butcher moved behind his sales counter. “You should hide for a while. Give me a few days. Hopefully, the lieutenant now finds himself alone in a foreign and hostile city, gives up and heads home.”

“Right. And if he doesn’t?” Gouge asked.

The butcher drew a meat cleaver from under the countertop and hefted the weapon. “Then we send him home.”

Everyone caught his meaning except Raga because she was busy eating her singed and filthy red hair.

To be certain no one followed, Billy, Gouge, and Raga took a long route home. The twins were surprised to see Gouge home already. The boys shared their story and the siblings listened attentively, then gazed at Raga in a whole new light. Cinder sniffed Raga’s hands. Raga wandered off amongst the tall shelves again.

“She seems okay,” Bast said.

“She was drained after,” Gouge said. “Falling asleep in my arms as we ran, but other than that, yeah, she's fine.”

“I wonder what else she can do?” Bin asked.

From the corner of his eye, Billy saw faint blue light dance briefly on the stone wall. He quietly inched around the end of a bookcase. Raga ran her hands across another tablet, liquid blue light flowing as her fingers trailed across cuneiform letters. The others peeked around the corner to see what Billy saw. Raga continued, blue light flashed.

“Stop her!” Gouge yelled.

He pushed Billy aside to sweep Raga into his arms. Raga was utterly unaware of his concern and squirmed, struggling to touch the rough clay a little more. Gouge carried her to the fire and the twins gathered to make sure she was all right. Billy stayed to examine the clay tablets and noticed marks in the dust. He checked where he’d seen her play the day before. A tiny hand had wiped the dust along the row.

Yesterday she touched these tablets and today threw bolts of fire. That’s too coincidental.

He carefully carried a tablet to the group.
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“This is the reason Raga threw fire today. She touched this tablet yesterday. She absorbs knowledge by touch.”

“Let’s give her the book that brought you here,” Gouge suggested.

“Bad idea,” Bin said. “Look what she did with a single tablet. Billy’s book has far greater power. We have no idea what would happen. The risk is too high.”

Raga squirmed to be free so he released her. She walked to the shelves and touched a new tablet. The party watched as light flashed. Raga moved down the row.

“What’s she doing?” Gouge asked.

“She’s reading them,” Bast said.

Raga moved from tablet to tablet, shelf to shelf.

“Is she getting…faster?” Billy wondered.

Her fingers laboriously moved from one character to the next but soon she merely ran her finger along a sentence. The blue light was constant now, filling the room, casting bizarre shadows. When she finished the tablets she could reach, she dropped her hands at her sides and stared at the floor.

A cocoon of blue light blossomed and enveloped her body. Strands of starlight curled around her tiny frame, weaving through and around her. Her red hair drifted. The air around her shimmered. She began to float.

Gouge moved to save her but Bast stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Wait,” she said. “Look; she doesn’t need you.”

Raga lifted and turned, drifting. As soon as she was high enough, she reached for the next tablet, pulling her weightless body the length of the row, touching each tablet as she passed, blue light exploding in wild flares of cobalt.

The party watched in awe.

“What are we witnessing?” Bin murmured.

At row’s end, Raga pushed away and continued up the other side, methodically working her way around the room. The party followed as Raga crisscrossed until she’d consumed every shelf and every tablet. She drifted to the stone floor and pointed at the door which connected their room and the library. Nobody moved.

“I’ll take you,” Billy said, “but not through that door.” He turned to Gouge. “You coming?”

Gouge, eyes wide, nodded slowly.

Gouge, Billy, and Raga bundled for the cold. The siblings stayed behind.

Raga walked faster as they approached the library and jogged up the steps.

They passed through the huge doors and Raga headed for the closest bookshelf. “This could get awkward,” Billy warned. “Be ready to grab her and run.” Raga seized the first book she came to. This was no tablet. Each page of the

book contained more information than an entire clay plaque, and this book had hundreds of pages. Blue light blazed in a nebula around her, curling like swan wings. Her head snapped back, her jaw worked as if straining to speak, her little body stiffened.

The light went out and she dropped the book to the floor. Breathing hard, she moved on. At the next tome, she ran a finger down the spine and blue light erupted. A strange keening fluttered from her unused throat and then she quickly stepped to the next book. She finished in a heartbeat, again dragging a finger down the spine. She began a slow walk, fingertips dragging over each volume. Blue light flared around her like a bonfire.
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Raga slid her palm along the spines and each book detonated in a swirl of deepest cobalt. Her slow walk became a trot; her trot became a run.

Halfway down the row she reached her free arm to the other side and began consuming them two at a time. Light engulfed her in a tiny blue hurricane. The keening lifted in pitch and volume. Gouge and Billy followed. Raga was attracting attention. Faces turned. Some library patrons left their seats to find the source of the blue light.

Raga quickly repeated a run down a new row, both hands extended. Elated, she quickened her step, devouring each text in an instant, her young face a mask of pure joy, blue light flaring around her like huge indigo petals.

At the end of the row she turned, ready to begin the next. Her expression changed from bliss to confusion. She tried to walk but her leg buckled.

As exhaustion slammed into her, she staggered and tried again. She collapsed, gave Gouge a look of utter bewilderment, and tumbled into a deep sleep.

As a small crowd gathered, Gouge scooped her up and the three left the library. “What happened, Pitter-Patter? Did she read those?” “I think she did.”

“Why did she fall like that? Is she hurt?”

“Drained, I’d guess. Remember, she’s just a little girl. How much brainpower did that take? If you read that many books how tired would you be?”

“I have no idea. I can’t read.”

“Well, trust me, that will wipe you out.”

“But she’s not hurt?”

“Highly doubtful.”

They stumbled onto a small city park and lay her at the foot of an elm, standing guard until she woke. Billy was nervous out in the open but no one bothered them.

“I can’t believe we did that,” Gouge said. “I can’t believe we didn’t get caught.” “We were between shelves. Some noticed the blue light but most had their eyes

down, reading. No one got there in time to see what she did.”

Raga woke about an hour later and the boys took her home. She was so groggy she could barely walk and Gouge carried her the last hundred yards. When he laid her on her sleeping mat, she rolled over and did not awake for twelve hours. When she did, she ate like a grown man, shoveling three plates down her ravenous maw.

As soon as she was fully refreshed, she pointed at the library door again.

This pattern continued for days. Someone from the party took her to the library where she walked the rows, touching every book and scroll. Each day she came home exhausted and each morning she went back.

After Gouge announced he would visit the butcher tomorrow, Raga walked away and sat, making him aware she chose the library. Gouge left without her for the first time in a long time. He made sure no one followed him and then entered the butcher shop. He asked Butcher what he’d discovered about the lieutenant.

“He’s still in town but lying low. His name is Wylie Yates and no one is sure why he’s hunting your gang so hard. He’s spreading a lot of money around so be extra careful. Two Kultho men dead in the street made him plenty of enemies and the city watch wants to speak with him. They’re offering ten silver for bringing him in. I’m thinking about collecting.”

Wylie Yates, Gouge thought. My enemy has a name.
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“He’s a dangerous man,” the young man warned.

“So am I.”

“Yeah,” Gouge said, sarcastically. "If he was a fly."

Butcher stopped smiling. “All right, boy, I’ve had enough of your ungrateful moods. Draw your sword, I’m going to show you what you’ve learned.”

Butcher left but soon returned, broadsword in hand. After weeks of hiding in the sewers and sitting in the library, Gouge was ready for some physical activity.

“Before we start,” Butcher said, pointing at his weapon. “Understand the point of my weapon is what you fear. The edge will hurt but the point will kill.”

Gouge nodded.

“Wherever the point goes, the sword follows. Too many fighters see that razor edge and fear gets ahold of them. Follow the point. The point is the fly.”

Gouge drew his falchion.

Butcher was good, far better than Gouge expected. No matter how hard he tried, Butcher easily turned his best attacks. After several intense minutes, Gouge felt the same balance and timing he’d acquired killing flies. Repeatedly, his training kicked in and saved him. He grinned. He couldn’t help himself. Butcher knew why and smiled.

“Now you see, huh?” the older man teased. “Simple.”

Butcher pressed his attack. Gouge seemed to face three swords instead of one. He was faster than Butcher but always one move behind. He forced himself to move faster, then faster still.

Butcher increased his attacks. Intended as practice, what they did now bordered on combat. The air filled with the hum and clang of keen swords. Gouge put everything else from his mind and focused on his opponent’s blade. The frequent clash of steel brought the curious in to watch.

The boring and redundant exercises forced on the boy saved him now. His eyes moved his feet and his feet guided his arm. He naturally followed the tip of his opponent’s sword and repeatedly discovered he was already balanced to deflect the slashing blade. The butcher increased his attacks again as they circled the huge chopping block. He struck with a ferocity which left the boy astonished and forced to give ground. Butcher advanced, putting more power behind his blows.

Gouge defended, but barely. He realized his only strategy was to outlast the older man, allow him to tire and then, when his guard dropped, deal a deciding blow. This was practice but judging by Butcher’s face, the older man thought the battle real. Finally, the butcher aimed a hard blow at Gouge’s throat and the boy deflected the blade an instant before impact. The loud clang snapped Butcher out of the trance and he stepped back, dismayed. He was breathing hard and sweating.

“Lord, what am I doing?” Butcher wiped a calloused hand down his face. Gouge stepped back too. “I guess I passed my test?”

“And then some. I lost myself there. I’ve never tested someone so hard.” Scattered applause brought them around to their audience. Gouge beamed but

Butcher looked shamed.

“If you’re not here for meat, get out. The show’s over.” He sheathed his blade with a clack and headed for the back room. Gouge followed.
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Butcher threw his sword belt in the corner. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you. You know that, right?”

“I know.”

He faced Gouge. “I needed to be sure you can survive out there. I pushed so hard because I know the dangers. You must protect yourself and those you love. Trust me, you do not want that failure on your head.”

“I’m standing here. I passed.”

They locked eyes. Butcher drew a deep breath. “You’re young. My son would have been about your age.”

Then Gouge understood. He considered asking more but instinct stopped him. Butcher had plenty of opportunities to talk about his past but hadn’t. Gouge sheathed his sword and stuck out his hand as if meeting the man for the first time.

“Pleased to meet you. My name is Brenner, which means ‘little raven,’ but please, call me Gouge. All my friends do.”

Butcher grinned. He took Gouge’s hand. “Sherrod, and I’m pleased to meet you, Gouge. You can still call me Butcher.”

They shook hands and Butcher pulled the boy into a bearhug. Gouge grinned, happy in a way which confused him.

Sherrod closed the store and the two men ate lunch. He amused with stories of adventure as a young man. He told about exploring ancient ruins and dark forgotten temples, fighting giants of every type and a host of other monsters.

Gouge sat enthralled. “How did you give up that life?” he asked, mystified. “One by one my friends died. The exciting adventure changed into desperate

need. One day I realized I was too old to keep risking my life so I took my gold and bought this shop. I’ve been here ever since.” He covered Gouge’s hands with his own. “Don’t worry, boy. Your time is about to begin.”

The butcher opened the shop again and left Gouge out front, but told him to keep watch for the lieutenant. After rummaging around in his upstairs sleeping quarters, Sherrod returned and handed Gouge a finely made short sword.

“I want you to have this,” he said. “I’ve no use for the weapon. When the fighting is close, a sword won’t do. Now, give me a hug and get out of here, you’re fired. If I see the lieutenant, I’ll kill him for you.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll save that pleasure for me.”

The butcher smiled grimly. “A few last pointers, if I may. Whenever you fight, know your surroundings. Are you on grass? Dirt? Sand? The footing is different for each. Know what’s around and remember everything is a weapon. You can kill a man with a butter knife as surely as a broadsword. Use anything you must to win. Last, and this is especially true for you, defense wins. Every man tries to hurry. Don’t. You are the fastest warrior I’ve ever trained. Let your opponent exhaust himself. You need stab him only once. Understand? Once.”

Gouge said he understood and they hugged again. When Gouge went home, he found the gang gathered around the cooking fire and in a quiet mood.

Bast and Raga had encountered Prince Audric in a town square. Bast had been singing, enjoying the beautiful winter day, and the prince had recognized her lovely voice. He followed her. In the library, after Raga ran off to the upper floors, he took a
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chair across from Bast and smiled, declaring he knew who she was and what she’d done. Bast slipped the stub of her right hand under the table. He asked her name.

“I refused. I tried to act ignorant but I saw the conviction in his eyes. He knew. I wanted to gather Raga and run but I hesitated. If he was unaware of her, I wanted to keep him unaware. I worried he had bodyguards in the library, watching. If we ran, they might follow and discover our camp.”

“What did he want?” Bin asked. “Why did he confront you? Obviously, he did not have you arrested for kidnapping.”

“He thanked me for saving his life.”

Gouge laughed. “I like this Prince Audric. We hold him prisoner and he sees the whole thing as a chance for some rest and rehabilitation. He knows you did not stab him. Why the somber mood, Bast? Sounds to me like he appreciated your kindness.”

“He did. He invited us to the palace, for dinner. He wants to honor us.” “Honor us?” Bin said. “Wow. More likely get us together and arrest us. Pitter-

Patter, what do you think?”

“I see no reason to go. Do they want to honor us? We are trying to avoid detection. Does he want to reward us? We have gold. Why would we go?”

The party was thoughtful for a moment.

“There would be someone at the palace to help Pitter-Patter with his book,” Bin said. “No Gray Robes in the palace.”

“I’d love a hot bath,” Bast said. “In a big tub. I’m sure the palace has nice tubs.” “What about Cinder?” Billy asked.

Bast sighed and Cinder raised her head to check on the girl. Bast scratched the wolf behind an ear. “He gave us time to consider our answer,” she said. “If we agree, I’m to visit the palace and ask for him.”

They avoided the library for a day but then Raga insisted. Billy took her this time, keeping a watchful eye for Audric.

Plagued by a growing sense of guilt, Billy wrestled daily with thoughts of his mother. I either get help with this book or decide EmberEarth is my new home.

Raga had worked her way to the fourth floor, absorbing every book on the levels below. Her stamina increased daily and she now read half a floor before fatigue sent her home. Billy knew most of the sages in the library and one, Lander Galorian, he especially trusted. Like every sage here, Lander wore the robes of pale blue, tied with a gold sash. He was an archaic scholar, taller than Billy and about the same weight. A half ring of white hair circled the back of his head and hung to his shoulders and a wispy thin stark white beard touched the floor. Billy had spent many hours conversing with Lander about EmberEarth and, more specifically, Apathacura.

Today I trust my gut and tell Lander everything. I’ll show him the Book.

Billy and Raga climbed the stairs to the fifth floor and Billy turn Raga loose. He found Lander reshelving books.

“When you get a free moment, I’d like to speak with you,” The boy said.

Now Billy sat at a large oak desk and waited. Billy’s hands were sweaty and his chest tight. Apprehension ate him alive. Lander arrived and they walked to a corner, away from anyone who might hear.

“I need your help,” Billy stated, his voice wavering. “But I need to swear you to secrecy. You can tell no one.”
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“Intriguing, young William. I agree, conditionally. If you’ve committed a serious crime or have plans to do so, tell me nothing.”

“Nothing like that. I need your advice about a book.”

Lander beamed. “You flatter me, young man. Show this treasure.”

Billy slipped his backpack to the floor and withdrew the book. He unwrapped his old T-shirt and slid the tome across the table to the old man. Lander needed a moment to focus. Then he gasped and his hands trembled. He shook his old and shriveled head. Lander reached involuntarily for the tome but stopped himself an inch shy. He held his hand over the book as if the manuscript were hot.

“Oh, dear boy. Oh, lord.”

“You know what this is?”

“I do. I do indeed. This is the Codex Infinitum.”
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“Golanamath was more poet than warrior, but that is not how history will remember him. History will be fascinated by the square acreage. History will sit spellbound by the carnage absolute. Men, especially the young ones, will speak with awe of the battles waged and won. I knew Golanamath. We spent many summers together at his hidden mountain palace, talking, away from the plains, away from the politics. His dreaded cavalry? Before they became the most fearsome military force in history they were a younger man’s attempt to flee, to strap in and take flight for the horizon, to leave the complex life he grew to hate and never look back.

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 17

Every avalanche begins with a pebble.

Al Khasrah The Mighty dreamed of brilliant sunlight above and thin clouds, pure white and wispy, far below.

A single grain of sand, smaller than the eye of a sand flea, rolled around the beast’s ear and trickled down his neck, coming to rest against his immense scaled shoulder. One of the spines along his back, buried beneath colossal mountains of sand, twitched.

The earth groaned and Al Khasrah grumbled, but, buried so far down, the voice went unheard, at first.


Chapter 18

Haylan Pil stood atop the tower which bore his name and gazed out over the sea of pine trees extending to the horizon. His hand burst into a soft orange flame as he began the last symbol needed for the incantation. Sharp slashed and gentle looping curls, a trail of fire hung in the air. He finished the arcane glyph and sighed deeply. His actions weighed heavily.

How many countless souls do I send to their death? He reassured himself many more would be saved. “Simple math,” he muttered.

Above him the clouds rumbled, flashes of lightning within. The winds brought a scent of pine and Haylan breathed deeply.

I am one of those souls about to die.

He heard the crackle and whoosh of a breach forming on the grass far below, and then the tramp of booted feet pouring out.

The protections I placed on this tower buy me some time, but I must hurry. Alvert and Philius completed their rituals. I am the last.

He held the Codex at arm’s length and spoke another incantation. The book floated from his hand and hung in space, opening to the first page.

We should never have written these.

Below, a DireMage launched a flame bolt and the tower shook.

They try to smash a way through. Typical.

Haylan took a last look over the sea of green and filled his lungs with pine scented air. He began to cast; “Brunum dozmac botary. Vaselum tomar grendolac.”

A small field of fuzzy stars formed around the Codex; a bubble of space-time with the book at the center. His hands drew complex flaming runes which hung in the air, glowing orange before fading. The bubble expanded and gained clarity and the book began to shrink as if moving away.

Rain fell. Slowly at first but gaining strength.

The massive tower shook again and then heaved, rose an inch and then dropped into place with a whump. Blocks shifted and the entire structure swayed. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed.

Idiots. They’ll bring down the tower on their own heads.
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Haylan uttered the few remaining words and drew the last runes. The book shrank faster and the stars began moving towards the center of the bubble. A moment later, the book winked out of existence and the stars blazed briefly and then were gone. The last flaming rune faded and Haylan again stood alone atop his tower. The clouds opened and the rain turned heavy. He breathed fragrant evergreen.

A young DireMage sprinted up the stairs, followed by another. They wore the black masks of the Initiated and blood flowed from the Suffer wounds they’d opened.

Where did they learn this terrible new magic?

A third DireMage emerged; Sarden Kahlar, his thick and hairy forearms bleeding profusely, his body crackling with latent magical energy. He scanned the stone circular roof and frowned.

“Where?” he demanded.

“Away from you,” Haylan said. “Out of reach forever.”

Sarden shook his head ruefully. “Haylan, we’ll win without the Book. What have you done except condemn your people to a slow death?”

“I have condemned them to death, that is the terrible truth. But better quick and painless than slow and agonizing under your heel. But not my people only, Sarden. I have condemned our kind. I rent the Fabric. Magic dies now. You along with the rest of us.”

Sarden laughed and took a menacing step closer. “You’re a fool, Haylan. I anticipated this insane gambit. I captured Dedathu. You’ve seen our terrible new magic. The dragon educates.”

Haylan recoiled. Sarden captured the Red?

Three more DireMages ran up the stairs, fanning out across the rooftop. Sarden laughed harshly. “I have loyal Initiates ready to die in my place. You will

not last the night but I will live for centuries. I will suffer greatly, at first, but the Rending will not claim me, nor the dragon.”

Haylan heard the awful truth in Sarden’s words. Hope turned to dust.

“So, again, where did you send the Book, Haylan? Your actions slow me and I’ve much to do. Retrieve the Book and I’ll spare you.”

“I cannot, old friend. I know your skill with a knife so I wrote the spell irreversible.” Sarden clamped his teeth. Five minutes sooner, he thought.

“Sarden, listen to me; the dragon plays you for a fool. Abandon this dark magic before you are consumed.”

“Your warning comes far too late, Haylan. You rent the Fabric. Shall I meekly pass into the night? My spies told me your Councilmen fled Windham Keep. At that moment, I knew your plan. You forced my hand. I don’t care the cost of dragon magic. In the days to come, I alone will have power. Dragon power. You die tonight knowing your plan failed.”

The truth was too terrible to embrace. Haylan sagged. He thought of his daughter, long dead. I have damned the world. Misery and hopelessness welled. A vast and black pit of anguish opened to swallow him.

Across the roof a DireMage began a chant and Haylan instinctively started the counter. The remaining DireMages joined the first, each beginning a chant, each opening the Suffer wounds which powered their new dark magic.
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Six! Haylan was shocked. I underestimated them. I underestimated their lust for this Codex. I’ve been a fool.

Haylan ceased his pointless counter spell. No man stands against six.

He drew a deep breath of pine. At least the Codices are safe. Someday the right heart will find them and the Books will return. EmberEarth will survive.

Haylan Pil took one last look over the sea of pine.

Five massive bolts of lightning flashed and struck the High Mage. His body convulsed before catching fire and flying apart. The tower rocked and swayed and several blocks tumbled free, which loosened others. An acrid red mist hung in the air. The tower trembled again.

The six mages descended the unstable spire rapidly. Below, soldiers guarded the breach. Sarden gave instructions to the two groups and they headed to the fissure, leaving the older DireMage to finish. He drew glowing runes in the air, his low voice chanting.

Haylan deserved better than death by Initiates, Sarden thought.

From a pocket, he withdrew a small, rough iron spike about the length of his finger. He continued his chant and the spike began to glow green.

Already the magic of the world wanes. With the Fabric rent and the Codices gone, hard times lay ahead.

He hurried to complete the spell before magic dissipated utterly. He pulled a Letting dagger to gash his forearm. Bolstered now by blood, his enchantment caught.

Haylan saved the Codices. He did not destroy them. He must yet have plans.

Sarden held the nail at eye level and completed the ritual.

My silent sentinel. Should the Book ever return to this place; you will tell me.

He knelt and pushed the spike into the ground.

Sarden turned his back on the tower and headed for the breach. He’d spent considerable blood this night and needed to return to the Citadel for food and rest. Haylan was dead but that neither pleased him nor gave him comfort.

I would have him alive. Such a worthy enemy. Such a waste.

Blood dripping, his Initiates held the portal open, waiting. He met their eyes as he stepped through the rift.

Puppets, slaves to power, empty eyed servants. I despise you all. Haylan alone was worth ten of you. This was not how I wished this evening to go.

He felt one of his bitter philosophical moods rising.


Chapter 19

Lander Galorian sat with Billy at the large oak table, nervously glancing up and down the library aisles. He ran a trembling hand over his head, smoothing wisps of white hair.

“One of the three Books of Power,” he replied. “They are the Codex Infinitum, the Codex Harmonus, and the Codex Continuum. Together they detail the workings of magic. Not spellbooks, mind you. Those are something different. These three books are the manuals of magic. I’ve seen illustrations. You hold the Codex Infinitum.”

“Lander, I read from this book and I was transported here. I want to go home. My mother needs me. I need help reading from this book again”
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“I don’t understand.”

“Look,” Billy flipped to the first page. Electricity softly crackled. “See these two passages? The first passage is complicated. The second passage is easy. I spoke the words and landed here, on EmberEarth, atop Piltower. The first passage was how Haylan sent the book and my way home. I need help.”

“You read from the Codex?”

“Yes. I deciphered some of the words, enough to read the second passage.”

“You read from the Codex?”

“Yes!”

The old man heard the pain in the boy’s voice and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, William. Let me try.”

Lander smoothed his robes. He laid his palms flat on the table and drew a deep breath, which he exhaled slowly. He bent to read. Billy was prepared to wait but Lander raised his head after a few minutes. The old man pushed back from the table

“William, to read magic takes years of training. I can't read any of this. I’m shocked you deciphered enough to come here. You must have a talent for magic.”

Billy's throat constricted. Tears spilled down his cheeks. “How do I get home?” “I have no answer, William. Every citizen knows the High Council sent three

books away. None of us understand how.”

Billy squeezed his eyes shut. I’m never going home. Mom will die alone.

A wave of despair passed over him and he sat staring at his hands.

"I'm so sorry, young man," Lander said.

"I'm all right. I'll keep fighting. My mother needs me." All this way only to find myself in a library again digging clues. “Where will I find information on Haylan Pil?"

Lander pointed up. “In the Histories. Bits and pieces accumulated over time; letters, diaries, anecdotes, hearsay. Every scrap collected and cataloged.”

Billy sighed. Back at square one.  “Will you show me?”

“Yes," Lander said, taking the boy's hands. "But first I must warn you, I must tell you about the men that hunt you.”

"The Gray Robes."

"Yes. A thousand years ago the Books of Power were exiled to keep DireMages from acquiring them. With time their magic changed and DireMages came to be known as Bloodletters. They are fanatics, zealots desperate for domination. They use magic fueled by pain and suffering. These are the men that hunt you.”

Billy dried his cheeks. “If I continue my pursuit, I endanger all my friends."

"Yes, terrible danger."

Billy pushed the book across the table. "You take the Codex, Lander. That book has brought me nothing but anguish.”

Lander drew back as if the tome were a snake. “Tempting. I admit I’m curious, but I trust myself in every way except my curiosity. I would delve too deep, I’m sure.” Billy put the book away. Lander sat with the boy a long time, asking questions

about his life on Earth, talking to him about his mother and lost family. By the time Billy went to retrieve Raga, he was exhausted.

Raga glowed. She’d covered the entire floor. She was weakened but in high spirits and danced a goofy little jig on the way home. Billy watched her and grinned. The girl was oblivious to her own sad life. She was utterly unaware her parents were
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murdered and she an orphan, that she lived in a sewer, that she was hunted, and prison or execution dogged her step every day. Raga had Gouge, and friends, and food and a bed. Most of all, Raga had learning and that filled her with glee.

For a selfish moment, he considered handing her the Codex. Perhaps she was the answer. But fear the book might hurt her stopped him. The Library of Appacca may be gargantuan but the books within purely pedestrian. If Raga absorbed them, as they suspected, then she learned language, math, engineering, crop rotation; an infinite wellspring of knowledge drawn from the common world.

The Codex was something different. The Codex was knowledge outside the common world. The Codex was the language of the universe.

In the hideout, Billy was quiet and withdrawn, his hopes of returning, gone. He needed a wizard and the only people suitably trained were malevolent. He must keep the book from them. For the good of this world, he must sacrifice what he wanted.

Tears welled. So much effort wasted, on this world and his own. With no clear path forward, he wandered to his bedroll and curled into a ball. Raga watched him, confused. The rest of the gang gave him space but not Cinder. When Billy sobbed, Cinder curled next to the boy.


Chapter 20

“Her name is Bast, Lord, but we cannot find the girl. We’ll continue the search.” Prince Audric walked the stallion around the palace courtyard, gaging the

animal's gait. “I trust you, Sargent Evander," the prince said. "Keep trying.” Evander bowed and departed with his men.

The prince halted the horse with a palm. Bast, thought Audric. With a name like that she is not Apathacurian. She is possibly of Kultho but probably of Lecan. A single name means she is a street child.

Prince Audric ran his hand over the smooth coat, feeling the thick muscle beneath. He stepped away to check the conformation of legs, front and back. The horse waited patiently.

Bast.

He was surprised by the pinch of delight the name gave. Plenty of women had helped him over the years but never from a wound so grievous, and always expecting something in return. Usually an invitation to a palace feast or a handful of coin would placate them, but not this time. Not with Bast. This girl wanted nothing.

Her friends are responsible for my ransom, but I don't care. Dalton Willet held the knife. I’ll settle with him soon. First, I must repay the lovely girl with the lovely voice.

The prince waved a man closer. “I’ll take him,” Audric announced. “Full price. You caught me in a good mood.”


Chapter 21

Cinder growled and Billy woke. He opened his eyes slowly, struggling to throw off sleep. He followed her gaze but the sewers were dark. The small fire had burnt to embers and everyone slept. He blew on the coals and tiny flames sprouted.
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In the light, Billy saw two glittering green slits sliding across the floor. He tossed kindling on the fire, expanding the circle of light, and horror gripped him. A long emerald serpent thick as a rain barrel poured into their room, coils gathering. A black tongue flicked the air. The huge head rose and Cinder growled again, louder, showing teeth.

Bast opened her eyes. “What, girl?” she mumbled.

Billy softly called Gouge, nudging him with a toe.

Cinder rose, taut and ready. The tongue flicked again, seeking. Billy saw the monster wore a thin gold necklace, sparkling in the firelight. The tongue flicked again.

Someone’s pet?

Billy called again but Gouge slept too deeply. Raga heard and opened her eyes and then jumped to her feet, mouth wide open as she shrieked soundlessly.

The snake struck at her movement.

“No!” Billy cried, too late.

Cinder jumped at the serpent and Billy threw his body at Raga. Fangs unfolded and a long milky tooth sank into Billy’s thigh. He screamed, clutching the incisor while shielding the little girl. Cinder was a tempest of destruction. She tore a chunk of flesh from the serpent’s throat and then shoved her head in the hole to rip more. Black blood sprayed and the snake hissed in agony, rolling to dislodge this antagonizing beast. Coils flopped and thumped, beating the floor. Cinder chomped, growling savagely and tearing into the creature. She braced her legs and tugged the enormous serpent away from the party. Billy forgot his wound, awed by the display of raw canine strength. Raga drew Gouge’s sword and, barely able to lift the heavy weapon, swung an ineffective blow, bouncing off scales. Cinder bit and the frantic snake tried to scrape the wolf against the wall. Cinder was drenched in blood, wild-eyed and ripping at a ferocious pace.

At last Gouge was on his feet, short sword in hand. He deftly stepped between writhing coils and jumped, the point of his sword abruptly jutting from the top of the snake’s skull. Glittering green eyes narrowed to slits and the huge body tumbled to the sewer floor. Gouge sprang to Raga and lifted her to safety as the monster landed. She was smiling. The serpent writhed and died.

Bast ran to Cinder. The girl sank fingers into blood-soaked fur, searching for injury, but the beast was unhurt. Bin moved to Billy and tore his pant leg, revealing a large puncture wound.

“No poison,” said Bin.

“How do you know?” Billy asked, grimacing.

The twins looked at each other curiously.

“What?” Billy said.

“The snake had folding teeth,” answered Bin. “That means venom. The animal chose not to inject you.”

“The monster wanted him alive,” Gouge said. “That was no chance meeting with a sewer monster. The snake belonged to someone. Look.”

He handed the bloody necklace to Bast. The hexagon pendant had a black pearl hanging from the lowest point and diamonds set at the corners. On the back was a strange glyph, shaped like three small spirals inside a larger circle.

“Our hiding place is known,” declared Bin.

Gouge and Bast nodded. Raga wandered over to finger the point of the sword protruding from the snake’s head.
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“We can sell this necklace and rent a room," Bast said. "We’ve hidden long enough. We should move to an inn. I’d like to breathe clean air and eat decent food.” She checked on Billy and offered to heal him but he stopped her.

“Just clean and wrap the wound, please. I can’t have you suffering on my behalf. You all suffer enough for me already.”

“I don’t mind, Pitter-Patter.”

He shook his head and she set to work cleaning the wound.

“What do we do about that?” asked Gouge, pointing at the dead snake. “No way can we move the carcass and chopping the body into pieces sounds revolting.”

“Bast is right,” Billy said. “Let’s find someplace new before the body stinks more than the sewers.”

The party eventually fell asleep again. They debated in the morning who sent the snake. Billy offered to take Raga to the library. He wanted to talk to Lander and investigate the rune on the back of the necklace. Lander noted Billy’s limp and the boy explained the snake attack. The sage thought he recognized the glyph and escorted them to the eighth floor. Billy kept Raga close and sometimes leaned on the girl for help.

The top floor had guards stationed at each stairwell. The ceiling was a dome of crystal and sunlight poured through. Books lined the walls and ran in low rows through the room, with reading tables and highbacked chairs scattered around.

“What’s kept on this floor?” Billy asked.

“The oldest and most enigmatic tomes. Books of unknown origin. Odds and ends. I remember this glyph from a scroll about ancient cults.”

Billy noticed Raga missing. He went to look for the girl while Lander thumbed through the catalog. The shelves were taller than Raga so he ran along the ends. Ahead, flashes of blue caught his eye. He reached her row.

Raga had her hand resting on one of four black cubes the size of her head. Cobalt light flared beneath her fingertips. The dark stone was carved on each side with bizarre glyphs and she quickly moved from one to the next. When she finished, she faced him, eyes twinkling, coy smile on her lips.

He waited. “What?” he asked.

How about now?

The voice in his head was a young girl with a slight New York accent.

“Is that you?” he cried.

Raga clapped her hands. Success!

“I hear you, Raga. How? Why do you have a New York accent?”

She pointed at the four squat cubes. They taught me. Your mind gives me the accent. Everyone will hear me in a voice they create.

Raga took off running. She ran with arms outstretched, fingers grazing books on each side. Dazzling blue light enveloped her. She laughed as she ran.

I can feel the languages, Pitter-Patter!

Lander came to investigate. “Is she harming the books?” “No, she’s absorbing them. She reads by touch.”

Billy plucked a cubical book from the shelf and discovered they were made from volcanic rock. He examined the bizarre, twisting script. The language had proved no hurdle for Raga.
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The girl moved fast. There was knowledge of substance on this floor. Here she found higher learning. She stopped occasionally and Billy guessed those books were more complicated or profound.

Lander stared wide-eyed with wonder. "She's…reading?" he muttered.

Raga circled the room, touching everything she could reach. Blue light blazed up and down the rows, followed by a little girl's laughter. When she finished, she stood before the old sage.

Hello, Lander Galorian.

Startled, his mouth dropped open. Billy could not hear the conversation but Lander nodded many times. Raga placed her hand over his heart and then retrieved a small green book from a nearby shelf. She handed the book Lander. His eyes welled with tears which spilled and flowed freely.

“Truly?” he asked, his voice weak and full of disbelief.

Raga nodded and gave his wrinkled hand a pat.

She faced Billy and he heard her voice in his head. His wife has leprosy. That book contains a cure. Can we go? I’m exhausted.

“You consumed an entire floor,” Billy said

Yes.

Lander led them to the stairs and waved goodbye. Billy was silent until they exited the huge building.

“What are you?” he asked.

I don’t know. I have thousands of voices in my mind, each demanding an audience. Before today, whenever I tried to speak a mob rushed me. I vanished, buried under them. I had no voice of my own. Then I began to read and heard my own sound. With each book my voice became stronger. Today I absorbed a flood, all in my own voice. I found myself.

"The other voices are gone?"

No. A few are strong and fight me. But I will not back down again.

“We found you in an open field. Soldiers and farmers killed each other but you survived. Did your parents die that day?”

I don’t know. My earliest memories are Gouge making a doll of grass for me. “The others will be thrilled to hear you.”

Yes, especially Gouge.

“Did the Bloodletters send the snake?”

Doubtful.

“Who did?”

I’m not sure. That symbol is from a death cult here in town.

“What did they want with me?”

Who says they wanted you? Because you were bitten? The snake struck at me, but only because I moved. I suspect that serpent came for Bast. Think; who stabbed Prince Audric? We assumed a mugging but perhaps we thwarted an assassination.

The streets were busy. The pristine blanket of snow had been churned to brown muck. Billy considered her point as they walked in silence.

“Raga? Wait. Should we still call you that?”

“Please, I love the name you gave me.”

“You levitate. You shoot claws of fire from your hands. How? Magic is dead.”
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A woman offers to help. I accept.

“Someone inside you casts a spell?”

Not exactly. I learned the fire claws and levitation from the clay tablets, although perhaps I should say the tablets helped me remember. She takes over and casts the spell for me.

“A woman takes over? That frightens me on your behalf.” Yes, I am frightened too when that happens.

“You give up control to a stranger.”

Yes.

“That’s ominous.”

Agreed, but in those moments, my need is great.

Billy stopped in the middle of the street. The startled crowd struggled to avoid him. “Please tell me why you drew those giant symbols every night.”

Raga grew concerned. I wish I could. A voice compelled me.

“You have no idea why?”

No, but they felt like invitations.

At the camp, Bin described the lodging they found. “Small, on the edge of town, clean, private, and the owner asks few questions. The inn is near the southern gate.”

“How much for the necklace?” Billy asked.

Gouge had a gleam in his eye like he hoped someone would ask.

“Four hundred gold.” He dropped a heavy sack on the floor.

“I say we celebrate,” Bast said. “Let’s visit a tavern and eat a real meal, seated at an actual table, with forks and knives and proper mugs.”

“Okay,” Billy agreed. “But let’s pick a tavern uptown. I’d hate for some thug to see kids with money and decide to rob us.”

“Bad night for him,” Gouge boasted.

“Bad night for us all,” Billy countered.

He swung his gaze around to Raga. “Ready?” The party gave him a strange look.

Raga stepped to the center and faced the group. A heartbeat later, Bin stumbled, Bast covered her mouth, and Gouge laughed and hugged Raga like a bear.

“This is wonderful!” he cried. “When did this happen? How did this happen? I hear you in my head.” He danced around the room with her.

Billy started to explain but Raga took over. Everyone had questions and the gang sat for hours catching up. Bast suggested they move to their new home and everyone collected their belongings, wistfully looking at the home they left behind. On the way, they smashed the sluice and dropped the pieces into various troughs.

Bast shed tears of joy as the party entered their new room at the inn. She moved directly to the tub and shut the door.

They’d chosen a room on the ground floor and at the back of the building so they could come and go unseen. Billy closed the curtains over the two small windows. The room was sparsely furnished but clean and warm, with wooden floor and low ceiling. Two large beds stared back at them. They could live here a long time with the money they had.

“This looks like Heaven,” Bin said.

A murmur of agreement ran around the room.
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Chapter 22

Wylie Yates punched the unconscious man again because he liked hitting people. This man had no more information to give. Wylie straightened and sent a hard look around the bar.

“What is wrong with you people?” he growled. “I’ve flooded this city with coin. Find those kids.”

He dropped the man to the floor.

There were plenty of orphaned children to go around but none were the ones he sought. Street kids killing men under his command could not be tolerated, so he would have pursued them anyway, but then the captain ordered every orphan in Kultho collected for questioning. Someone powerful was willing to pay.

Yates told the captain of the gang that left town and the captain assigned extra soldiers and a man in a gray robe.

"Get them back," the captain said.

The Bloodletter rarely spoke to Wylie and never to his men. He took food once a day and never slept. He was relentless, driving the men hard, refusing to quit. They nearly caught the kids on the road to Appacca but lost them in the Lofty Reaches.

I had Gouge but the little girl blasted my men with Hell fire.

The Gray Robe disappeared for three days and returned with five Bloodletters just like him. They spread into the city and Wylie never saw them again, but he knew they were out there, hunting. He laughed when he imagined the terror in store for the children. Gray Robe can do what he wants to the other kids, but I get Gouge. If Gray Robe has a problem with that, he can tell my sword.

Wylie faced the rest of the tavern, despising the weak and frightened faces he saw. He kicked the unconscious man.

“Do you people understand now? Find those kids. You want me gone? Give me what I want.”

Appacca was a huge city and Wylie knew his odds poor, but what else could he do? Dogged effort always worked, eventually. He stepped into the street and scanned both directions, wondering where next.

The chair crashed on his head without warning.

Wylie stumbled as he drew his short sword. Another chair smashed against his shoulder and numbed his hand. He had trouble lifting his blade. The townspeople sensed his weakness and pressed their advantage. A glass mug flew out the door and caught Wylie on the cheek. He staggered, swatting blindly with his weapon. Men followed him outside, gathering in a circle around this hated soldier from Kultho. Angry voices threatened him. A third chair sailed over the circle and broke against Wylie’s face. Blood spurted from his nose. The circle of people began to close.

Black vines sprouted at their feet and curled around their ankles. Some tried to run and landed in the dirt. The fast-growing vines raced up legs to entangle arms and constrict chests. Wylie watched the townsfolk struggle against the tightening loops, panic growing in their eyes. A tall, gray robed man, face hidden within a dark cowl, stepped from the shadows. He pointed at Wylie, addressed the crowd.
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“This man serves me.” He stood over the closest victim, a woman in her forties with long brown hair. “Shall I send those vines down your throat? Would you like me to rupture your stomach?”

The woman, her eyes wide with fear, shook her head vigorously.

Gray Robe faced the rest of the citizens. “Find the children," he said. "The reward is great, the punishment severe. Find the children.”

He turned to Wylie. “Teach them,” he said.

“With pleasure, Scars.”

Wylie slammed his short sword in the scabbard and spun to punch the man that threw the mug. Teeth crunched. The man dropped. Wylie leaned over a fellow wrapped in vines. He drove a fist into the man's eye. He moved to the next and swung a vicious kick. One by one he worked around the circle, beating those who dared attack him. Only when his knuckles hurt did he stop.

"I'll be back tomorrow," he sneered.

He headed for his room across town. They’d have something when he returned.

He felt certain. Behind him, the vines dissolved into dust.

He heard townsfolk run in every direction.
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“I met the Great Red, once, on the road to Dithir. I was old and he was new when he sought me out. I had been explained to him as a most curious man and he wished to know me better. We walked together and I answered his many questions. After a long period of comfortable silence, he announced I should become a teacher.

“Alas," I said. "There is no such thing."

He tilted his enormous head. “Explain,” his deep voice rumbled.

“We all teach ourselves. Can I put knowledge in your head? I’ve tried teaching. Far better to inspire the desire to learn.”

He pondered a moment. “Dragons are not curious.” “Yet you sought me.”

He laughed! A short bark of a noise but the first Wyrm I’d ever heard do so. "I understand," I said. "You are unlike the others. You pursued me to better

understand yourself.”

“Yes.”

“Curiosity is the acknowledgement of ignorance and acceptance of vulnerability.” That news comforted him. He changed the subject and we spent the rest of the

day discussing weather patterns and flying through storm clouds.

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 23

The room was warm and dark and filled with the sounds of deeply sleeping children. A low fire burned in the hearth. Raga sat on the floor with her back to the wall, rubbing Cinder’s ear and watching the tiny flames. Too much had happened for her to sleep. She wiggled her toes with nervous energy.

The constant deafening roar of the horde had abated some, thanks to her ability to find herself amongst the crowd. For the first time in her life, she thought clearly.

I discovered where they end and I begin.

The horde fought her, but now she won far more often than she lost. Language was key, she realized. That precious, singular moment: I found my

voice and I found myself.

Raga stopped rubbing briefly and Cinder pawed at the girl.

But what about Silvera? Silvera wants to walk among the living and she’ll bury me to do so. She assumes command when I need her but I must fight to regain control. What happens the day I lose?

Cinder, concerned, lifted her head to search Raga’s face. Their eyes locked.

You sense my struggle, don’t you, girl? Do your keen ears hear their voices? Do I carry a multitude of scents?

On a whim, Raga connected her mind as she did with the others.

Can you hear me, Cinder?

The wolf tilted her head.

Raga passed through a veil.

The animal’s language was pure emotion and reaction, primal instincts guided by simple thoughts.

We are your pack, she discovered. Bast is your pup! That is so sweet.

Raga gave Cinder a mental kiss on the head and the wolf lifted her ears. Raga lingered a moment before probing deeper, sinking beneath surface intuitions to explore the heart of the animal.

A savage, elemental fury snatched her breath. Cinder was a hurricane of fang and claw, calm, for the moment, safe in her den with her pack. Raga pitied anyone foolish enough to attack the group but especially if they attacked Bast. Murderous fury slumbered inside the calm beast, waiting. Cinder was a mother, the strongest love there is. Raga began to softly weep.

No mother’s love for me.

She kissed the beast again and retreated. Cinder felt her go and licked Raga’s hand. The girl had stopped rubbing and needed reminding.

Raga sent her loving gaze around her friends, drifting slowly from face to face. The day will come I leave this family. Silvera is formidable. If I cannot control her,

I must leave to save my friends.


Chapter 24

Sarden Kahlar followed a long scar down his forearm. The raised seam of flesh crisscrossed so many others, he was unable to determine where one ended and others began.
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Haylan was right about the damage, he thought.

The soft scuff of a boot outside his bedroom door told him guards kept watch. He was the oldest Bloodletter, and most powerful, but he knew his days as

Supreme Judge could end abruptly. Younger and far more ruthless, too many beneath him coveted his position.

Ruthlessness is a tool used sparingly, he thought, but I cannot convince the younger generation of that. They are drunk with magical might, and believe their time has come. The Initiates want domination over all.

He nervously spun the black and silver ring around his finger.

Young fools; when you’ve taken everything from everyone, where do you turn? The old Bloodletter heaved himself from his seat and moved before the

enormous etching which decorated a bedroom wall.

I need a surprise. Dedathu must provide something new.

The Rain of Tears depicted the Drakkadun victory at Sef over fifteen hundred years ago; dragons clashed with a vast army which stretched to the horizon.

Monks had held the citadel before Sarden took the place from them. They assured him the mural was present when they arrived. He’d tortured them until convinced they spoke the truth. He claimed this room and spent many nights studying the frightening detail. The deeper he looked, the more he saw. Sarden believed the artist a genius.

He wanted this fort for the strategic location but also for the massive caverns below. The monks used the space to house great works of art but Sarden sold those.

I will house a far greater treasure.

Now he spoke the secret words and a thin, vertical seam of white light split the mural and rolled away to each side. Behind was a massive circular door set with a valve. He spun the dial and the heavy gate opened smoothly, revealing steps to the catacombs. He entered the tunnel.

Far below, Dedathu heard the gears turn and knew Sarden approached. He opened huge bleary eyes and waited. The Bloodletter came again and that meant days of unendurable pain.

The old DireMage hoped the dragon feared his approach but knew that was foolish pride. Dedathu fears nothing, nothing I have discovered anyway. But he responds to pain. Pity he is the last of his kind. I’m sure his brethren could have taught me much.

Sarden took his time on the stairs. Anticipation was his favorite torture. At last he entered the vast cavern.

An ancient red dragon lay near the center, collared and shackled, trapped beneath an immense metal framework of razor-sharp blades and spear points, insidious devices crafted to produce pain. Every inch of his vermillion hide was covered with scars. The instruments lay poised and ready.

“Supreme Judge,” Dedathu rumbled.

Sarden heard the note of mockery. Still insolent after all this time.

The Bloodletter checked the alarsite manacles and then moved to a large metal apparatus. He cranked a lever. Dedathu saw a wall of lances begin a slow descent.

“We begin again,” Sarden smiled.
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For a thousand years Sarden had come to torment the Red, wresting ancient dragon magic from his enemy. Dedathu had no illusions of escape. Sarden was a brilliant and meticulous man and had planned his capture and confinement perfectly. Dedathu had one small glimmer of pleasure in his dark world. He taught Sarden Golgoth, a dragon magic far too potent for humans. Golgoth feeds off pain and suffering. No practitioner lives long.

But here again he out maneuvered me, thought the Red. I underestimated the madness of religious zealots, men willing to give their years to him.

The wall settled beside the beast. Sarden spun cranks and pulled chains and lances pierced the dragon’s enormous thigh.

“What do you seek?” Dedathu asked, resisting the pain, refusing to react. “Something precious,” Sarden said. He pumped a foot pedal and steel teeth

closed around the Red’s ankle, biting deep. Dedathu winced.

“I’ve no more secrets to offer.”

“We’ll see.”

Sarden visited more often these last weeks and applied the torments longer and more frequently.

He's desperate, Dedathu thought. After so much time, has blind reverence faded? Do his men no longer hold him in awe? Without a willing sacrifice, his long years will finally end.

A tiny flame of hope flickered. Dedathu feared to believe. A thousand years was long even for a creature who measured time by eons.

One thousand years of agony, but that’s a thousand years my brethren slept.

Better me alone than this anguish heaped upon us all.

An iron lance sank three feet into his haunch and hope died. Dedathu growled and tried to belch flame but the alarsite prevented him. Sarden spun the wheel and the lance pressed deeper and Dedathu snarled, trying to move away. The chains held him.

“Tell me!” Sarden shouted. “Give me something precious!”

Dedathu ignored the Bloodletter as best he could. After so many years they performed a dance, each playing their part. Today the Supreme Judge went harder and faster than ever before.

Why so desperate, Sarden? Did something happen? Was an attempt made on your life?

“Tell me!” A second and third lance pierced the dragon’s thick hide.

Dedathu ground his massive teeth and locked eyes with the Bloodletter. He saw fear. Sarden threw a lever and acid dripped across the dragon’s spine.

Something bigger than assassination. The Supreme Judge is almost panicked.

Whatever happened was big enough to rock his world.

The dragon considered possible reasons until one struck with the ring of truth.

The Codices have returned.

Dedathu watched the Bloodletter closely, ignoring the waves of pain.

No, not all, but at least one.

Dedathu suppressed a chuckle.

Your time has come, Sarden. If magic awakens, your monopoly is broken. Your followers will turn on you. Mages will arise to challenge you.
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Dedathu sighed, a deep rumbling in his massive reptilian body. He relaxed and a lance slid under a ruby scale and into sensitive flesh. The Great Red winced.

Today I will teach him the Simku Ritual. Let him slaughter a few of his own for the power of flight. That should increase tension in the ranks.


Chapter 25

This time, Gouge saw the lieutenant first.

Both shopped at the farmer’s market. Gouge had come to get his blades sharpened and spied the lieutenant arguing with a merchant about celery.

What would Pitter-Patter do?  he wondered. I need to be smart.

Gouge wracked his brain for an idea. He pretended to inspect a blanket while he struggled to decide.

“That’s pure wool,” the shopkeeper said.

“What?”

“The blanket. Pure wool. My own sheep, spun by my wife.” “How much?”

They haggled the price and Gouge paid the man. He slung the blanket over his shoulder to hide his face. Wylie paid for his celery and moved on, and Gouge fell into step forty paces behind.

Leave the plaza, Gouge thought. Enter any alley. Just step out of sight for an instant and I’ll show you everything the Butcher taught me.

The lieutenant meandered from stall to stall, examining wares. He purchased a whetstone and again argued with the merchant. Gouge tired of waiting and considered a frontal assault. He knew he was ready. He’d held his own against the Butcher and killed the giant serpent without suffering injury.

Finally, Wylie made his last purchase and tossed his knapsack over a shoulder, headed for an alley. Gouge saw they’d have plenty of cover. He remembered Sherrod’s advice and loosened the short sword in the scabbard. There’d be no room to swing the falchion.

He imagined himself victorious, standing over the man. He’d tell him about his mother and father and how the little boy that survived that day was the same boy ending Wylie's life today.

Despite the cold, Gouge broke into a sweat.

He moved the blanket to better hide his face and gained on Yates.

Just a little closer…

Gouge closed the last two steps. He threw the blanket at the lieutenant and drew his short sword, slashing at Wylie’s legs. The lieutenant dropped like he had eyes in the back of his head, dodging the blanket, and in a fluid motion rolled aside while drawing two short swords. He sprang to his feet, his back against a building.

Gouge hesitated, weapon held low.

“You want my coin, dirty thief?” Yates taunted. “Come on, then. You’ve caught a tiger this time, bandit. You’re going to die.”

“I’m not here for your gold,” Gouge snapped. “I'm here for your life. You killed my parents.”
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The lieutenant’s eye’s narrowed. “You’re Gouge," he said. "I chased you from Kultho. You've grown, boy. I didn't recognize you.”

Gouge expected the lieutenant to charge so when he did, Gouge was ready. But Wylie was a seasoned fighter. He saw Gouge expected a charge so he gave the boy what he anticipated, but that was a feint. When Gouge swung, the lieutenant was no longer there. He’d stepped aside, slipping through defenses and jabbing the young man in the thigh. Blood spurted and Gouge yelled. He swung again but Yates had already moved, slicing upward. Gouge dodged, thankful for the Butcher's training, and swatted the attack with speed that startled Yates.

“You’re fast,” the soldier said. “Really fast. But you’re inexperienced. I can tell you wear a hauberk under that tunic, so I’ll take you piece by piece.”

Gouge attacked several times but Yates always moved. The man shifted constantly, rolling his shoulders, shuffling his feet, weaving his head, thrusting and probing. Gouge was fast enough to avoid serious damage but nicks and cuts were beginning to add up. Gouge had no idea what Yates planned but Wylie read Gouge easily. The market crowd formed a circle. Dread grew in the boy.

I made a mistake, Gouge thought. He’s been in hundreds of fights. I was stupid. His thigh throbbed and blood loss made him dizzy. Bitterness rose in him like

acid. I need to run away.

They circled each other. Gouge went pure defense and the younger man’s speed kept him alive, but Wylie cut the boy a few more times. The city watch would intervene and Wylie knew he had to avoid arrest. He was not welcome in this town.

To beat this boy, he needed to gamble.

The next time Gouge stabbed, Wylie pretended to stumble. Gouge saw opportunity and slashed at Wylie’s throat.

The soldier smiled. Too easy.

Wylie turned the stumble into a lunge and rocketed a thrust at the young man’s groin. Too late, Gouge realized the deception. Panic jolted him as Wylie's blade gleamed in the sunlight.

"No!" he shouted.

With a burst of speed that surprised even him, Gouge deflected the thrust and sank his sword deep into Yate’s shoulder. Yates bellowed in pain and hacked, sending Gouge’s pinkie finger flying. Bloodied and winded, both fighters staggered back.

"You say I killed your parents?" Wylie panted, trying to goad the boy into an attack. "Good. I'll bury you next to them."

Gouge took that moment to run. The hatred in his heart made him want to scream. He slammed his short sword in the scabbard and squeezed the stub of his finger. He dodged through the crowd like a rabbit, covered in blood, agony exploding in his thigh with each step, cursing his stupidity and fate and all the gods. He prayed Bast was home.

Stamina fading, he burst through the front door and collapsed at her feet, bleeding and nearly hysterical, ranting about how he hated the lieutenant and how he would kill the man next time. Bast quickly placed her hand and began to sing. Bin joined her. Cinder came to check and sniffed the scattered droplets of blood.

Billy watched the beast for a moment and then jumped to his feet. “He left a trail of blood! We need to hide it or he'll be tracked here.”
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Bin grabbed his jacket. They had little chance against armed soldiers. He looked at Cinder licking the floor. "Should we bring the wolf?"

Billy shook his head. “Bast needs the protection. If we get separated, take a long route home. Don't lead them back here. Let’s go.”

“Wait,” Bast groaned. “Take his weapons.”

Bin strapped on the falchion and Billy took the short sword. They ran outside. Most of the trail was gone already, trampled by townsfolk. The boys worked

backward, kicking dirt to cover the drops. They worked quickly. They'd traveled several blocks when three men wearing Kultho armor appeared. The men stared at the street and looked up to see the boys. They drew swords. The townspeople walked wide around them. The lead soldier, a mustached man with red hair and broad shoulders, yelled to the boys.

“Tell us where he is, lads, or you’ll get hurt.”

A second soldier, missing an eye and foregoing the patch, pointed at Billy. “Harris, that's the runt Scars hunts. Big reward if we catch him.”

Who's Scars? Billy wondered.

“What do we do?” Bin whispered.

“I have no idea. You?”

“Run?”

Billy scanned the busy street, packed with people and animals and wagons. These soldiers were fast and strong and such obstacles would slow the boys more than the men. “Too many people,” he replied.

“What then? Fight?”

The three men spread out as they came for the boys. “What about the other kids?” The third soldier asked. “Catch or kill,” Harris answered. “Nobody cares.”

The men advanced slowly, spacing themselves to cut off escape.

“You look scared,” One-Eye taunted. “Don’t worry, we can’t hurt you. Your friends, though, we’re going to dice them real nice.”

Bin drew the falchion. Townspeople gathered a safe distance to watch the drama. Billy searched their faces but found little compassion. None of these citizens would side against armed soldiers, and especially not for orphans.

A loud growl echoed through the crowd. Cinder crept up the alley with Bast, who clung to the animal for support. The soldiers stopped, eyeing the huge wolf, calculating. Harris and One-Eye stepped back but the youngest soldier took a step forward.

“Hang on, Tarn,” Harris cautioned.

He studied Bast, mind racing, clearly more worried about a little girl than a huge Diremarsh wolf.

He thinks Bast is Raga, Billy thought.  He heard about her fire claws and he's

afraid.

“Take another step," Billy said, "and she'll cook you like she did your friends,” Bin looked at Billy like he was insane.

Harris took another step back. The youngest soldier, eager for victory, moved closer. Cinder growled again, bared her fangs, and stepped forward too.

“Tarn, you idiot," Harris said. "That’s the girl what burned Jess and Gilferd. We need help.”
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“Come on, boss," Tarn whined. "We have swords. We have armor. The girl looks half-dead and ready to drop and the wolf don't scare me.”

“We need Scars,” Harris cautioned. “The girl has magic.”

Tarn lunged at Cinder, driving his sword at her face. Cinder flew into an instant rage. She leapt higher than he expected, soaring over the man’s weapon and landing on his chest, driving him to the ground. His sword flew from his hand. She snapped her jaws on his throat, breaking bones and ripping flesh. His horrible gurgling screams filled the street. One-Eye started forward but Harris slammed him back, pointing at Bast.

“That little girl will burn us!” he yelled.

Bast called Cinder and the wolf released her bloody grip, dropping the man in a pile. Cinder eyed the crowd for new targets but the terrified townspeople did not move. Satisfied, Cinder trotted to Bast.

Billy pointed at Harris. “Leave us alone," he said. "You keep coming and you keep dying. Leave us alone.”

Harris glared at Billy. “I will not,” he stated. “Watch your back every second.” Tarn groaned. The children backed down the alley. When they'd gone far

enough, they ran.

Gouge lay stretched on the floor, deep asleep. Bast crawled beside him and took his hand. She began to sing.

“That was intense,” Bin admitted. “I’m no fighter. Not like that. Not with a sword in the middle of the street.”

“This is bad,” Billy said. “They know the area of town we live and they’ve seen us up close. They can pick us off one by one. We need to move again.”

“We need to move again,” Bin agreed.

Guilt weighed on Billy.

Bin read his mind. “Don’t think about breaking us up.”

"So much of the danger we face, we face because of me," Billy said. "I think you and the others would enjoy a long life if I wasn't around."

"Maybe," Bin said. "But we're with you all the way, Pitter-Patter."

Raga returned at sunset and the boys told her about the fight and the need to move again. She checked on Gouge and then grabbed an apple. Bast and Gouge slept a full day. When he awoke, Gouge was in a foul mood, stomping around the room, snapping at his friends. Finally, Bast told him to shut up.

“Your desire for revenge puts us in danger," she said. "Will you sacrifice us to gain your vengeance?”

He sat on the floor and sulked. He wanted to argue with her but found a strange new reluctance. He gazed at his left hand, now missing a pinkie, and rubbed the tender, bright red stub.

"I'm sure someone stole my blanket, too," he grumbled.


Chapter 26

They moved to a tavern inside the sixth ring, which put them closer to the palace. They bathed often and bought nice clothing to blend in. Bast purchased a harness style leash which Cinder surprisingly enjoyed, but only because she felt Bast was tethered to
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her instead of the other way around. The gate guards questioned the kids at first but accepted that they were children of wealthy merchants.

“With money you can get away with murder,” Gouge commented.

The new room had two huge beds and a fireplace and nice oak furniture and a large four-claw tub which everyone knew belonged to Bast. The first real snowstorm hit a few days later and the gang spent four days trapped inside, playing cards and getting on each other’s nerves. This inner ring, along with the seventh and eighth, had snow service and by week’s end, people filled the streets again. Billy announced he was headed to the library.

“Raga, would you like to join me?”

He heard a soft yes drift through his mind. On the way, Billy again handed coin to beggars and orphans.

Lander was thrilled to see them. He bearhugged Raga, thanking her profusely for the healing she’d given his wife.

“I sent word to the palace,” he gushed. “Soon I will meet the Master Physician and share the cure you provided. The world must know. I’d like you to come. You deserve the credit, not me.”

Raga shook her head and silently conversed with the old man.

“As you wish, then,” Lander said. He turned to Billy. “Pitter-Patter, have you translated your book? Are you headed home?”

“No. Too many distractions. I’m here to study the histories. Hopefully, I’ll discover a new direction. The longer I stay in this city, the more I risk. If the Bloodletters capture me, I’ll never go home.”

They climbed stairs and took an open table. He nervously fished the Codex from his pack, glancing at the other patrons before placing the book on the table. He'd chosen a spot far away from others. Lander brought dozens of books to start and Billy set to work. An hour flew by, and then another.

When the air grew cold around him, he looked up.

The man was nearly upon him. Red eyes blazed behind a black mask. Blood flowed from a slashed forearm. “Garnadoth,” the man growled. “Calmac brut grun.”

His fingers became long green tentacles which smashed the boy’s chest, wrapping his small body twice and pinning him to the chair. Billy screamed. The man stepped forward, sheathing his dagger. His stench filled the air. He flipped the Codex shut and tucked the book under his arm.

His gray robe was filthy, covered in blood stains and grime. Finally face to face, Billy saw the lace mask was no mask at all, but a putrid lattice of rotting veins around red eyes. The man's breath stank of decay. He tightened the tentacles around the boy. Wood cracked.

Billy tried to scream again but failed. The room spun. He heard a faraway roar. The chair creaked and pain lanced as his ribs compressed. Breakfast rose. An outer circle of blackness in his vision steadily encroached. The room began to fade.

A bolt of crackling blue energy slammed the man’s chest and knocked the air from his lungs. He maintained his fierce grip, but just barely. A furious Raga rounded the bookcase and launched countless smoking darts at the Gray Robe. The man released Billy to form a shimmering shield in the air and the darts shattered, but Raga jammed two fists at the floor and a pillar of fire blasted the man from above. Unbearable
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heat scorched everything nearby. He screamed and reached for his dagger and the Codex fell to the library floor. His Letting dagger bit and giant shark jaws snapped at Raga, who avoided them by diving at the last moment. She slapped her palms together and the man staggered. The shark jaws dissolved into mist. He set the dagger against his skin but before he finished his spell, she held her hand like a claw and a familiar talon of flame shot out and gripped the man, slamming him backward against the marble wall, burning and crushing.

Billy, ribs aching, crawled to the fallen book and then under the table.

Raga walked to the stunned man and kicked away his dagger. Her right arm transformed into a bone sword which she rammed under the man’s ribcage and into his heart. She kept the blade there as he died, her face pure glee as the light in his eyes went out. She withdrew her sword, which morphed into a hand again, and closed on Billy, shoving the table away to strip him of his hiding place.

“Silliven gilmesh buntoolso,” she purred, and Billy’s skin crawled as the voice of an older woman flowed from Raga’s unused vocal cords. Raga held out her hand for the Book, her eyes hard and cruel. Billy wiggled away.

“Silliven gilmesh buntoolso!” she demanded, growing angry.

The boy struggled to his feet, trembling, arms wrapped around the Codex. Lander came running. “Raga,” he demanded. “Stop this!” He stood defiantly

between her and Billy.

Raga covered her head with her arms. She shrank into herself and then gasped loudly. She doubled over, fists pounding her thighs. She fell to her knees and remained there until her breathing returned to normal. When she straightened, her eyes were once more her own and filled with tears.

Other library patrons cautiously approached, drawn by the conflict. Some checked the dead Gray Robe including a sage about Lander’s age.

“A Bloodletter!" he shouted, face red and thin white beard bouncing. "In the Appaccian Library? Outrageous!”

Others gathered. Lander assured them all was well, explaining the Gray Robe attacked Billy. The red-faced sage listened and then pointed at Raga.

“I saw her cast magic,” the sage said.

Lander was calm: “Ollie, control yourself. You know that is impossible. The Bloodletter cast the spells. You became confused in the excitement. Look at her, she’s a child.”

Ollie stared at Raga, considering Lander’s words. The drowsy girl stared back. “But, I saw her,” Ollie maintained. The Bloodletter spoke his spells but the girl

cast without speaking. That's dragon magic. She would have to be Drakkadun to perform such feats."

“I saw the same fight," Lander said. "The spells came from the Gray Robe. There are no dragons so she cannot be Drakkadun.”

Ollie looked at the floor, now unsure of his own eyes. He looked at the Bloodletter’s body, crumpled against the far wall, then met Lander’s gaze. The two old men shared a knowing look and at last Ollie understood.

“No,” he admitted. “You’re right, old friend. I got turned around in the melee. Now that I reconsider, the Bloodletter’s spells backfired on him.”
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For those gathered, this explanation sufficed. Ollie and Lander had been closest and seen the conflict best. A townsperson mentioned the city guard was on the way and Lander huddled with the kids.

“Do you trust me?”

“Completely,” Billy said.

“Then follow. Ollie, you too.”

Ollie looked surprised by the invitation. Lander led the foursome to the back of the library and down a wide marble staircase. Exhausted, Raga leaned on Billy. When they reached the second-floor Lander led them to a small office. He unlocked the door and ushered them in.

“Is this your office?” Billy asked.

“No, a sage who died last year and not yet replaced. I’m sure they’ll search my office and Ollie’s too, but I doubt they’ll search here. We have some time.”

Ollie turned to Raga who now struggled to stay awake.

“You cast spells, didn’t you?”

“She doesn’t speak,” Billy told him. Then, to Lander: “What’s Drakkadun?” “Ollie is the expert in that field. I’ll let him answer.”

The old sage knelt before Raga, searching her young face.

“On rare occasion," Ollie began. "A human is born who understands the Great Wyrms and is embraced by them. The Wyrms impart their magic, the Drakkadun provide a liaison between dragons and men. Drakkadun converse with every Drakkadun that came before them.”

All eyes turned to Raga, her heavy eyelids drooping.

“I had an uncle who raised horses,” Billy said. “They understood each other too. They trusted him. Is Raga similar?”

“Wyrms are far more than mere animals,” Ollie said. “Dragons are no pets. Maturity is required. Most Drakkadun awaken in their twenties. I’ve never heard of one so young. Do we know why she has no voice?”

“No, she was this way when we found her,” Billy said

“Then I don’t know what’s happening this time,” Ollie concluded.

“The Rending slaughtered all things magical," Lander said. "Every dragon and Drakkadun too. Why a Drakkadun born now? To what purpose if dragons lay dead?”

“These are good questions,” Ollie said. “Could a Wyrm yet live? Still sleeping after a thousand years? Or is she something different, something new?”

An uncomfortable silence settled on them.

Raga roused herself enough to lean forward and meet Ollie’s eyes. His expression slowly changed to shock as she mentally communicated. The exchange continued until Ollie muttered: “Pitter-Patter, if I may call you by your nickname, Raga has shared much. I want to join your group. I now feel certain she is Drakkadun, but unlike any before her. This opportunity is too great.”

Billy closed his eyes, considering the request. The man’s knowledge would prove useful; his frailty could slow or endanger them.

Raga intruded on his thoughts. We need him. I need him.

Billy opened his eyes. “A hard life out there," he told Ollie.

“Understood,” Ollie said, smiling. “Something is happening. Something epic. I need to be involved.”
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Lander said: “If I wasn’t married, I’d join too.”

“Another question," Ollie said. "Why did the Bloodletter attack you?”

Billy smiled grimly. “What do you know about the Books of Power?” he asked. "There are three: The Codex Infinitum, the Codex Harmonus, and the Codex

Continuum. Long ago, magic was little understood. No true spells existed and results difficult to replicate. Over the centuries, as those with the talent learned what worked, they began to record their successes. They shared what they learned, testing, refining, and all benefitted. This gave rise to the first wizards. In this spirit of collaboration, small groups formed, magical knowledge flourished.

“Sadly, some mages refused cooperation and sought power for themselves, exploring dark forces and hoarding what they learned. These individuals were branded DireMages and quickly shunned.

“The power of the groups grew until a High Council was established. They decided to record all magical knowledge for future generations. They dug deep. As they peeled back layers, they discovered the heart of magic. The Books of Power recorded all they learned. These profound texts lay bare every secret. They granted an unprecedented understanding of magic, but they also subjected magic to greater manipulation than ever before.

“When DireMages learned the existence of these Books, they came to steal them. The resulting magical war raged for a hundred years. Slowly, the DireMages began to win. Panicked that the DireMages would acquire unlimited power, the High Council banished the Codices, tearing the Fabric and silencing all magic. The secret of where they sent them died atop Piltower. They saved humanity but at tremendous cost.”

Billy shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “The Council believed the DireMages would be killed too?”

“Yes.”

“But that didn’t happen. A few survived, their magic transformed. Today we know them as Bloodletters.”

“Yes.”

“Do we know when how High Mage Haylan planned for the Codices to return?” “No. We know from personal letters he wanted to wipe the slate clean, but not

how he intended the books return.”

Billy opened his jacket and set the Codex Infinitum on the desk.

“Ukko’s blood!” Ollie yelled, standing so fast his chair hit the wall. “No. No, no, no. Ukko save us, this is a doom. We are not ready. Why do you have this?”

“Still want to come along?” Billy asked.

Ollie clasped his face with both hands. “Dear God, what’s happening? A Codex returned. A Drakkadun reborn.” His gaze snapped to Billy. “We cannot allow Bloodletters to acquire this. Do you have all three?”

“No, only this one.”

“Where did you find this?”

Billy drew a deep breath and Lander gave him a reassuring nod.

“Get comfortable,” the boy said. “This is a long story.”

He explained everything, from the hospital where his mother lay dying, to the journey with his new friends, to the fight with the Gray Robe upstairs. Ollie listened without interruption and Billy knew the man committed the story to memory word for
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word. When Billy finished, Ollie dropped into a chair, staring at nothing while his mind raced. The others waited patiently.

“We should assume that Bloodletter that attacked you sent word to his brethren first. We should also assume they are on their way right now, and in force.” He rubbed his hands together. “We should send the book home with you. EmberEarth is not ready. They cannot be allowed to gain possession. Good God, that Gray Robe held the Book in his hands. We were moments from despair.”

“Can a Codex be destroyed?” Billy asked.

“Doubtful," Lander said. "But to destroy this Codex leaves you stranded on EmberEarth forever.”

Billy shrugged.

“We must leave now,” Ollie interrupted. “Not merely this building, but Appacca. We should head for SeaEnd. I know a linguist there that can help. He specializes in ancient tongues and speaks many languages fluently. Were magic alive today he would have been a wizard. He can read what Haylan wrote and send you home, and hopefully the Codex with you.”

“You trust him?”

“Completely. He’s my brother.”

Billy spoke to Lander: “You are in danger here. Bloodletters will come. Too many saw you with us. They’ll question you. Leave town and tell no one where you’ve gone.”

“My wife and I will leave immediately.”

To Ollie, Billy said: “Gather what you need for light travel. Our days are long and full of hiking.”

“I’m not as old as I look, and most of this journey will be at sea.” “They’ll watch the docks at Boonport Bay," Lander said.

“What choice have we?” Ollie said. “There’s no other port for deep-water ships for months in either direction.”

"We need to remember something," Billy said. “Despite your high regard, Haylan and the High Council failed. They tried to rid the world of magic to keep everyone safe, but DireMages survived. I want to translate this book and go home but the rest of you will need magic to defend yourselves. Bloodletters are coming and they won’t stop.”

Ollie and Lander looked dismayed.

Billy woke Raga. “Time to go.”
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“To know the Faelum you must first understand they once walked the surface and rejected the warm sunlight and open spaces for the cold and dark. Paramount to Faelum society is the concept of ‘eklektos,’ which means, “Go your own way.”

The Faelum define themselves as a culture by their ability to choose their own path. For them, the choice to live below ground was an easy one.”

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, “Families at War”
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Chapter 27

After many days of hiding and playing cards, Bast needed fresh air and Cinder needed to run. There was no place to set the wolf free within the city, so Bast took a wandering route to the outskirts. She left via the northern gate and soon walked in open, snow-covered prairie. When she’d walked far enough Appacca was a speck on the horizon behind her, she freed Cinder to hunt. The wolf took off like a black streak. Bast followed behind at a leisurely pace, enjoying the brisk clean air. She needed some time to think.

When we first met Pitter-Patter, my brother and I had nothing to lose. Following the boy was easy. Now we have a life. We have money and all the things money buys.

She watched Cinder run.

I’m afraid, she admitted. Not only for me, but for my brother, for beautiful Cinder, and for the others too. Now we risk so much, and the danger grows daily.

Cinder barked excitedly, chasing a rabbit full speed across the snow. Bast noted the wolf could catch the hare but declined, enjoying the game and a chance to stretch her legs.

Because she’s well fed these days. We all are. Gouge has gotten so big and strong. My brother has a little belly. Even little Raga has filled out.

A falcon cried, high overhead, and Bast shielded her eyes from the glare. A tiny dot against a deep blue background, the bird circled slowly, gliding on lofty currents. Movement across the field drew her eye. A party of men, dressed in white camouflaged armor, watched the bird too. The tall man in the center held a gloved hand overhead.

That's a hunting falcon, Bast thought.

She cupped her hand and called Cinder. She wished to avoid contact with those men and worried Cinder would investigate. Cinder gave up the rabbit, loping across the snow and barking joyfully. She stopped briefly when she spotted the men but then continued her run to Bast.

From his hiding place, a lone hunter sighted his arrow and let fly. The falcon dropped, plumage fluttering in disarray, towards the group of soldiers. A puff of snow marked the impact. Bast covered her mouth. Angry shouts filled the air. The tall man ran towards the fallen bird as did the hunter, determined to protect his kill. Bast snapped Cinder’s collar in place and then raced towards the fallen bird.

The three parties converged; the hunter loudly proclaiming the bird belonged to him, the men in white armor announcing angrily that the bird belonged to Prince Audric, and Bast and Cinder, saving their breath for a race across the snow. When she recognized the tall prince, she stopped. He held the blood-soaked bird in his hands, run through by the long shaft. She took a step and six armed men drew swords and moved between them. The lead soldier noted the stub of her right hand.

“Take another step, thief, and I’ll gut you, wolf or not.” Cinder growled and gathered her legs, ready to pounce.

Audric lifted his eyes and saw Bast, momentarily confused. His anguished face tugged at her.

“Branyon,” said the young royal at last. “Stop your men. Bast is my dear friend.” She held out her hand. “Give me the bird. I can help.”
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The prince pushed through the barrier of swords and handed the dying bird over.

Bast pulled the arrow through and closed her eyes to sing.

Audric’s face softened. He’d heard this song before, in a dream. He closed his eyes too. The puzzled men saw a red stain spread on the girl’s shirt. Bewildered, a soldier took a menacing step forward and in a voice like the clang of steel, the prince ordered the men to stay put, adding: “I will not tell you again.”

Bast whimpered and staggered, her song wavered.

“It hurts you?” the prince asked. “You suffer for those you save?” She nodded weakly.

The forgotten hunter backed slowly away from the group.

“How long for me?” Audric asked. “How long did you endure on my behalf?” “Many days. Now be silent and let me sing.”

The soldiers grit their teeth at the informal way she spoke to the prince but stood mute. The spreading stain on her shirt slowed and stopped. Bast cradled the bird as she sat in the snow, her legs now too weak to hold her. Her pure, sparkling voice lifted, gaining strength. Soon, the bird flapped a wing.

“Many days,” the prince mused. “Every minute in agony, I’ll wager.”

Bast finished her song and held the bird over her head. The falcon aimed piercing eyes at the girl, studying.

“Keep her grounded at least two days,” the girl warned. “Just to be sure.”

“You are speaking to royalty!” the lead soldier barked, unable to hold his tongue.

“My lord,” Bast added.

The prince called the hunter to come closer. “What possible meal could this falcon have made?” he asked.

The hunter watched the soldiers carefully.

“I was more worried for the rabbit or fox she might snatch from me,” he said. “I’m hungry, my lord.”

Prince Audric eyed the man. “Branyon, give this man coin.” “Yes, my lord.”

The prince stepped closer, almost touching noses with the hunter. “Leave and thank whatever gods you have for the girl’s timely arrival.”

As the hunter hurried away, the prince faced Branyon. “You and Kath attend me at two hundred paces. The other soldiers may return to the palace. I’ll enjoy a private stroll with Bast.”

“Sire,” the soldier protested. “The wolf? The creature is fearsome. We should remain at your side.”

“Will your beast attack me?” the prince asked.

“Only if you attack me first.”

“Off you go, Branyon.”

Audric waited until the men were far enough ahead and then began to walk. The falcon remained with Bast so the prince gave her his leather glove. The bird stood far out on her raised finger.

“She likes you,” Audric said.

Bast said nothing.

“Just as the wolf likes you, and I like you. I guess those you heal bond to you beyond mere gratitude. Residue from your gift, no doubt.”
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Bast stopped. Memories of others she’d helped flashed through her mind, including, recently, Gouge dropping his argument with her.

“You might be right,” she agreed.

“You’re too modest to think anyone would like you for you. You thought them moved by appreciation alone. The connection is stronger than that, trust me.”

That the prince felt something for her made Bast uncomfortable enough to change the subject.

“For a prince, you spend little time at the palace. I'm always finding you in fields and filthy backstreets. Do you not care for the courtly life?”

“Detest the life, actually. I’ll make a terrible king someday.” “More likely an excellent one, and for the same reason.”

They crunched snow under their boots for a while and enjoyed the fresh air. They had no destination in mind; two youths out for a stroll.

“You ransomed me,” Audric said.

Bast heard no judgment or reproach in his voice, purely a statement of fact. “Yes.”

“Gold dust? Brilliant. Your idea?”

“No.”

She hesitated, wondering how much she should share with this palace insider. He may be half a world away from his own kingdom but Apathacura had a long reach. Her gut said he was trustworthy but she’d been wrong before and Prince Audric was trained in statecraft.

“A boy," she said at last. "A friend. He’s exceedingly bright.”

“My father laughed at your loss, scorning your stupidity. I suspected you had something set underground to catch the gold. How much did you earn?”

“Eight hundred and eighty-four pieces.”

Audric laughed. “So precise. I’m grateful. I remember little but I still sometimes hear you sing when I dream. I would have paid you two thousand to let me go but who can trust a prince, hm?”

“So precise.”

The prince laughed again. He stopped in the open field. Cinder circled to sit at the girl’s feet.

“The gold you earned and I’ll make no claim,” the prince said. “Still, I’d like to reward you. You ignored my invitation to dinner. What do you or your friends need?”

Bast removed the leather glove and returned the falcon. She considered asking for a scribe to translate Billy’s book, but instinct told her to keep that secret.

“I need nothing.”

“I insist,” he said. “And I’m a prince, so you must do as I say.”

“I’m not your subject and there is nothing I must do, but let me talk to my friends again. How can I reach you?”

The prince called to Branyon, who hurried back.

“Give the lady a message ring,” the prince said.

The soldier pulled a handful of amethyst rings from his pocket and selected one for Bast. Audric slid the ring onto the girl’s pinkie.

“Show that to any palace guard and they’ll bring you to me. You can send a message the same way.”
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“Clever. To smuggle girls into the palace, I presume.”

The prince laughed uncomfortably. “She wounds as deeply as she heals.” Bast smiled but said nothing.

“Branyon, let’s head home.” To Bast, he said: “Will you be safe out here alone?” The girl looked at Cinder and again at the prince. “I have Cinder.” “So you do.”

As the prince headed home, the falcon stared at Bast.

“Your highness?” she called. “Did you ever catch the man that assaulted you?” “Not yet, but he was a close friend, so I will. He fled the city but he cannot remain

hidden forever. There is a large reward for his capture and an associate will eventually give him up.”

Bast shivered. Prince Audric knew his attacker. They had been friends. The prince was so calm describing murderous betrayal. The momentary window into palace life chilled her.

No, thank you, she thought. I’ll take friends I can trust.


Chapter 28

Sebastian Johns slid off his silver dapple Andalusian and scanned the trampled ground. The villagers set upon his men here, first blocking any retreat with burning wagons and then attacking from every direction with pitchforks, shovels, and pickaxes. His men were outnumbered but fought bravely. No one survived on either side.

Sebastian’s experienced eyes roamed the scene. One of his men was missing a sword, another, a longbow and arrows. One had been stripped of hauberk.

So, not everyone died?

He bent to examine the tracks more closely. Newer, smaller prints trampled older, adult prints.

A group of children arrived. What would they be doing out here on the Openne? He found their trail out of the foothills. They’d come upon the scene long after the

fact and helped themselves. Abandoned dirty clothing littered the ground nearby.

The smell of death, especially rotting horse flesh, made his mount skittish and he took a moment to soothe her. She was ground-trained so he led her away and dropped the reins. The horse leaned her face against his shoulder and he scratched her thick neck. He noticed tracks in the tall grass, leading away. He collected the reins and walked the gorgeous beast behind him until the trail ended in a large matted area. He walked outside the circle, collecting what clues he could. When he spotted a partially completed grass doll, he knew.

“She lives, Shiloh. She lives and we must find her.”

He withdrew a map from his saddlebags. With his index finger, he traced a line across the sheet until he said: “Appacca.” He returned the map to the saddlebag. He held the horse’s face and stared into her huge eyes.

“We’ve been to that city before, girl. If our Drakkadun is there, we’ll find her. If she has moved on, so shall we.”

He stroked her forehead and followed the tracks, heading for the city. The children traveled light and left few marks, but enough to follow. Hours later he realized
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the kids had wandered off course. The ground soon turned hard and the brush light and minutes later he lost their trail.

I’ll head to Appacca and wait, he thought. They’ll get there eventually.


Chapter 29

Bin was relieved when Gouge said he was heading out for a walk. The gang had been cooped inside for so long tempers flared. Bin waited an hour and then went to stretch his legs too. He fiddled with the coin in his coat pocket, still unaccustomed to money. As he walked by each merchant’s stall he experienced an odd empowerment. If he wanted something, he could buy that item. Never in his life had so many options presented themselves. He realized he now had the luxury of taste. The items he chose or rejected would define him in ways others could see.

How do I wish to appear? What do I want others to see?

As always, in a crowd he had to shield himself from others. Even a faint touch sent a surge of emotion racing through him. But even without contact, he thought, I feel everyone. I’m surrounded and saturated by humanity.

Bin worked his way through the city rings, headed for the harbor.

My favorite place, he mused. I love watching people headed for new places or returning from one. So much anticipation. Such big dreams. Sadness too, but rarely the sadness of loss.

He found a spot on the pier overlooking the lake. The wind was cold but clean and he pulled his coat tight. Most of the ships were moored for the winter but a few still fished the lake or ferried miners from the Lofty Reaches or Skywrack Range.

Bin purchased a stick of roasted bison and sat kicking his feet as boats disgorged their passengers.

A splash of red caught his eye. A man dressed in oddly familiar crimson chainmail stood on deck and waited for passengers to exit. When the way was clear, the man jumped into the hold, reappearing minutes later leading a beautiful horse with flaxen tail and mane. In the sunlight, the animal’s coat looked black from most angles, dark brown from others. He and his steed reached solid ground and he bent a knee to offer a silent prayer. He walked his horse into the city.

Bin tossed the kabob into the lake and followed. Two blocks later he remembered where he’d seen that shade of red chainmail before.

That is the armor worn by the dead soldiers the day we found Raga.


Chapter 30

Ollie met Billy and Raga in the street and they headed for the inn. The boy had more questions about the Drakkadun.

"How can Raga hear the voices of her ancestors? They're all dead. What is she really hearing?"

“You have brown hair and brown eyes and I know your parents passed those traits on to you. You were born with instincts but those came from your parents too. What else might your parents may have given you?”

Billy pondered. “Susceptibility to certain diseases?”
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“Sure, physical and mental. But the list goes on. We underestimate what we get from our parents, our grandparents and every ancestor that came before.”

The sage stopped in the street to make his point.

“Now imagine if those ancestors had also passed their experiences to you. Pure, clear memories, perfect in every detail as if the events occurred to you, not they.”

“So Raga is not visited by the ghosts of her ancestors, her ancestors are alive inside her.”

“Indeed.” Ollie started walking again. “Drakkadun are rare individuals that get everything from previous generations. Sometimes a relative is so present within them they seem alive. Sadly, when the Drakkadun talent first manifests, most are driven mad. They lack the mental strength to assert themselves and rule the horde. Every ancestor battles for control while the host is pushed aside.”

Raga walked beside them, listening.

“Why the connection between Drakkadun and dragons?” Billy asked.

“That's an excellent question, William. Some say dragons and man shared a common ancestor, a race that ruled the world. Lines diverged and with each generation, the human blood thinned, defects multiplied. Humanity diminished as the dragon became more animal. Their bond faded. Eventually dragons became the enemy and suspicion grew regarding the Drakkadun.”

“Then what is she? What's the point of a Drakkadun with no dragons?” Ollie shrugged. "What if she’s not Drakkadun but something new?”

At the inn Billy introduced Ollie and shared the battle at the library. Bast listened, quietly abandoning her idea of leaving.

How can I leave them with Bloodletters closing in?

Bin arrived and added what he’d discovered about the crimson warrior. Bast shared her day with the prince. Gouge told them about an excellent noodle merchant he’d found.

Ollie asked many questions about the warrior in red and then suggested the man might be part of a cult that swears fealty to protect the Drakkadun.

“Historically,” he said. “A surprising number have come from Sef, a city near the Crater Sea. Such warriors are rigorously trained to protect a Drakkadun.”

“Why?” Billy asked. “I imagined those people were revered.” “By some,” Ollie said. “But most fear them now.”

Gouge laughed. “I love the religious mind,” he said. “What they don’t understand

they want destroyed. Brilliant.” He began tying the laces on his boot then stopped.

“Here's a thought,” he said. “Remember that battle scene when we found Raga? What if

the townspeople were the aggressors? What if the warriors were protecting Raga from

superstitious villagers?”

“Could be,” Billy said.

“And now a crimson warrior hunts Raga?”

“Most likely, yes.”

“Nice to meet you, Ollie,” Gouge teased. “But you bring nothing but bad news.” Ollie, obviously embarrassed, smoothed the front of his pale blue robes.

“I’m messing with you,” Gouge joked. “You’re all right.”

“So," Bast declared. "We are hunted by Bloodletters and a red warrior and soldiers of Kultho and a blood thirsty lieutenant."
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Gouge laughed again, shaking his head.

"I say we run,” Bast concluded.

Billy swept the circle for dissension. He found none.

“We run,” he agreed.
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I often wonder how my daughter's death tainted my work on the Codices. I am blind to my true feelings. Did I wish to spare other parents the pain I suffered? Was I driven by deeply hidden fury and the need to thwart further surprises the universe may have waiting?

I do not know. All I can state with certainty is I failed, spectacularly, at both.

— Journal of Haylan Pil, Mage to the High Council
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Chapter 31

Gouge saw a Bloodletter watching the docks and Bin said the same regarding the stagecoach office.

"A stagecoach makes the run from Appacca to Boonport Bay twice a week," he told the group. "Too much snow has fallen to make the trek on foot and now we have Ollie too. I bought tickets. We leave in two days."

The road was busy despite the weather and Bast commented how hectic summer traffic must be. Ollie rattled off seasonal commerce statistics and everyone had a great laugh.

“I’m beginning to doubt the wisdom of this venture,” he said, embarrassed again. The coach followed the road through farm country and Bast questioned Ollie

regarding the history of the land; weather, politics, economics, anything that piqued her interest. The road was wide and paved in flagstone for miles outside the city.

One night, while everyone was gathered around the fire, Billy invited Ollie to take a walk. They followed the wagon's tracks the way they’d come, crunching snow beneath their booted feet, until the party was well behind them.

“Remember that fight in the library?" Billy asked. "Raga blasted the Gray Robe but then turned on me and demanded the Codex. She spoke with the voice of an older woman. Her eyes were vicious and cruel. She’s mentioned an ancestor casts the spells. I think that woman possessed her. Raga fought to regain control.”

“I remember. She fell asleep in the office.”

“The Drakkadun cast dragon magic. Why would that woman want the Codex?” “Perhaps she was a wizard while alive.”

Billy nodded thoughtfully. “That's my conclusion.”

“If she cast in life, the Books would make her mighty," Ollie said. “We should keep the Codex from Raga."

“Agreed.”

They continued their walk, the campfire growing smaller behind them. The wind picked up and Ollie gathered his coat. Billy heard a horse trotting towards them and he led Ollie behind a large snow-covered shrub. The rider passed at a canter and in the pale moonlight they saw he wore deep red armor and riding cloak. Scarlet plumes wafted from his helm. A red scarf was tied to his left arm. Steam blew from the horse’s nostrils.

The others heard the clopping and rose to their feet. The stagehands formed a half-circle to protect the children. Cinder sniffed the air and settled again, bored.

“This person presents no danger,” Bast called out, but the workmen ignored her, raising weapons.

The crimson warrior moved into the firelight and reigned his horse. Scanning faces, he slid from his saddle and took several steps towards Raga, who hid behind Gouge. He bent a knee and placed his falchion atop his forearm.

“Beloved Kin,” he said, his voice flat with ritual. “My keen edge serves you. My armor your shield, my life, your coin.”

He rose and sheathed his blade with a clack. Raga focused her attention on him, reached out with her mind.
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“Great Ashur!” he cried, staggering backward. He slipped in the slush and fell to his knees. He ripped off his helmet and returned her intense gaze. The wagon men grew uneasy, glancing between the little girl and grown man.

"Is she talking to him?" one asked.

The crimson warrior gasped. “You have Ascended," he said "How?”

Raga gestured at her friends. The red warrior listened and then understanding spread across his face.

“The Appaccian library,” he murmured. He looked beyond the stagecoach men. “I am Sebastian Johns,” he said. “I serve Beloved Kin.”

Billy and Ollie returned to the group at a jog. Gouge was about to say something but Billy cut him off: He spoke to Sebastian but looked at Raga. “Always good to have another warrior with us, Johns, but why should we trust you?”

Because I remember him, Raga sent. But don’t trust my vague recollection, look to Cinder.

Utterly unconcerned, the wolf lay on her back and heated her belly by the fire.

Her massive paws playfully clawed the air.

Billy stuck out his hand. “Welcome, Sebastian, I’m Billy, but you can call me Pitter-Patter.”

Sebastian shook his hand.

One by one each member of the gang introduced themselves. Ollie went last and immediately peppered the man with questions.

“I was Captain of the Order of RedMen,” he said. “Dedicated to protecting the Drakkadun of Sef. Before the Rending, we numbered five hundred. The death of Beloved Kin left us without purpose and our numbers dwindled but those that remained held fast, awaiting the rebirth. Now, sadly, I am the last of my kind.”

“How did you find us?”

“I found the battle on the plains, as you did, and made my way to Appacca. When an informant told me of your departure, I followed.”

"You were with Raga before the fight?" Billy asked.

"I was," he said. “When the Sign came and Sef rose against Kin, I commanded my brethren to smuggle the girl out. I remained to quiet the townsfolk and restore order. The people discovered my ruse and a mob set out to destroy her. I fought hard but was imprisoned, only recently escaped.

“Sign?” Ollie said. “What Sign?”

Sebastian, beaming with pride, gazed at Raga. “She spoke as the Multitude.” “What does that mean?” Gouge said. “She doesn’t speak.”

“We fetched water from the well," Sebastian said. "I kept her close, as always, for the girl stared at faraway things and heard faraway sounds. Without warning she stiffened and toppled in the mud. Her mouth opened and the Multitude poured fourth, blasting ear and shattering stone. The frightened villagers closed on us, fearing witchcraft.”

Gouge remembered stealing from the dead that day and wondered if Sebastian recognized the items they carried.

“We sail for SeaEnd,” Billy said.

“I follow Beloved Kin.”

The coachmen stood close, listening, and now their leader approached the party.
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“We heard you say she’s Drakkadun,” he said. “We don’t do business with witches. You can find your own way to Boonport.”

Gouge stood.

“We paid you already,” Billy countered. “She’s the girl she was ten minutes ago." The man took a menacing step forward. “You deaf, boy? I said no.”

Gouge drew his sword. “Leave us on foot in the open? In winter? No. You’ll do as you’ve been told or I’ll take the coach and leave you here to freeze.”

The leader, a portly man with short fat fingers, laughed sarcastically. “Pup likes to bark. Let’s housebreak him, boys.” The other stagehands moved closer. Before they took another step, Sebastian drew his sword too, the ring of metal hanging in the cold winter air.

“My life, her coin,” the red warrior murmured.

Now the four coachmen faced two swords. Cinder, clearly annoyed to leave the fire, rolled to her feet and a deep, menacing growl shook the ground. That tipped the scale. The men backed away.

“We’ll return your silver,” the leader said. “There’s a town two days ahead. You can hire a new wagon to take you to Boonport.”

The coachmen moved farther down the road and lit another campfire. The parties kept a wary eye on each other all night. Only Cinder slept well.


Chapter 32

Two days later the group watched the stagecoach return to Appacca. The new wagon they rented was flat with short wood panels on three sides. Sebastian rode alongside while everyone else sat in back. An old woman, heavily bundled for warmth, drove the team while her husband stayed home. The next day they passed the farthest reach of Apathacurian taxes and the road became rough.

The jarring ride south took weeks. Cinder preferred to lope alongside the party, frequently darting off to chase a rabbit or fox. Sebastian and Gouge discovered they had much in common and the older warrior taught the young man a wide variety of swordsmanship. Bin sat with the crimson warrior in the evenings and discussed the complex faith of the RedMen. To them, Drakkadun were agents of Ashur, sent to work his will on EmberEarth. Bin was fascinated by the concept of a supreme being who had a plan for each person’s life. He asked many questions and Sebastian always made time for the young man. When he discovered Bin could not read, he taught him.

Two months after they left Appacca, Boonport Bay appeared on the horizon. They saw brightly colored banners snapping in the wind. This was no walled city like Appacca or Kultho. Boonport had expanded over generations, slowly spreading from the harbor until the newest homes and businesses were now miles away. The streets and alleyways twisted and turned and often ended in a dead-end.

Ollie explained while technically under the jurisdiction of the Apathacurian royal family, their influence this far out was minimal. Wealth ruled Boonport Bay and as that wealth always found a way to Appacca, the palace left well enough alone. A small militia kept the peace but the wealthier merchants maintained their own private police forces.
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Billy reminded everyone that Gray Robes hunted them, and the plan was to sail for SeaEnd quickly and quietly. Bin and Gouge visited the shipping offices while the rest of the party rented a room.

The first available ship, Isabella’s Revenge, sailed at sunrise and Bast made sure the party was aboard. Cinder and Shiloh were placed in the hold with the other animals, although Cinder had to be muzzled because she refused a cage, and the party hid in their cabins below deck. All except Bast, who slept in the hold with Cinder.

The ship was a galleon; three decks above water and three towering masts. In addition to livestock, Isabella’s was loaded with pelts from the Openne and Appaccian mead, cloth, bushels of wheat, salted pork, and beef. Long, wide, and heavy, Captain Jesen assured the party she was also fast. Aside from the crew, Billy and his friends were the only human passengers.

Dusky and weathered, Captain Jesen ran his words together and the group often struggled to understand.

“We’ll falla da nor coast to Bes den skirt da Hook,” he said. “SeaEnd sits four wek afta. I’ll ave ya comfy by first a spring.”

Billy thanked the man and returned to his quarters. Sami, the ship's cook, brought a pot of stew and seven bowls and spoons.

“I’ll check on the animals too,” Sami said, running a dark and wrinkled hand over his balding scalp. “Where are you folks heading in such a hurry? Rare for a group like you to sail on a merchant ship and stranger still in dead of winter. Who’s chasing you?”

Billy tried to chuckle convincingly. “My rich uncle is ill. Trying to get to see him before he passes.”

“Hm. Right. Okay, I’ll be back for those dirty dishes.”

Billy knew his lie failed. “What about you, Sami?” he said. “What’s your story?” Sami looked surprised. “You want to know about old Sami?”

“Yes, if you have time. Have a seat and tell me. I love good stories and I bet you’ve seen plenty.”

Sami laughed and sat his bulk on a bed. “Sami seen plenty,” he said.

He left two hours later to feed the animals, but the gang talked about him well into the night.

After that, each time Sami brought dinner he stayed to talk. The party learned he’d first sailed at eight, fishing with his dad. Born in the port town of Penso, Sami traveled the world, but especially the Emerald Ocean, and spent time doing every maritime job there was. Billy felt a genuine affection for the funny old man.


Chapter 33

Lander Galorian finished packing the trunk and locked the lid. He exited the bedroom to have a last look at his den. His life had been upside-down for weeks. Thanks to Raga’s cure, his wife, Galdra, was remarkably improved and able to travel. He knew they should have left Appacca days ago but one delay after another prevented them. Lander hated loose ends. They’d head north for Donop and his sister’s cabin in the woods. They could hide there for years.
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A knock at the front told him the porter had arrived for the luggage. He opened the door. Blazing red eyes set deep into a face covered with putrid veins left him speechless.

“You will come with us.”

Lander winched. The man spoke with a voice like ripping tin.

The sage knew if he raised an alarm, Galdra would come to investigate and the Bloodletters would take her too. Better to remain silent, go with them, cooperate until they let him go and then come back for her. He kicked himself for his foolish ways.

I should have left the ends loose and run, he thought. The boy warned me. I should have left the ends loose and run.

He stepped outside and closed the door behind him.
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Consider; Ashur warns us regarding the desire to sacrifice for our Lord. He implores us to live a full and selfish life.

Consider; self-denial infects all religions because the believer, filled with love for a gift beyond measure, seeks to convey gratitude. Believers will forgo basic needs, and, through martyrdom, sometimes even life itself, all to show the Lord the conviction of their faith. Ashur needs no such displays. He knows.

Consider; if sacrificing yourself is the ultimate gesture of devotion, what becomes of a religion should all the faithful participate?

Consider; the true danger rests in the desire to sacrifice. Believers unwilling or unable to pay a price they themselves established, turn to rationalization and deception to cover their shortcomings. Ashur tells us this is the moment corruption enters faith. Ashur desires only to give. Our Lord needs nothing from his subjects.

Go forth, he tells us. Share the Word. Rejoice.

— The Akitu, “Reflections of a Mountain Lake”
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Chapter 34

Two weeks out of Boonport the winds went calm, the ocean, still. The captain ordered the oars lowered and the crew grumbled at the extra labor. They worked in shifts for three days, moving the vessel forward incrementally. The captain poured over his maps, bewildered. The party grew tense.

“Something’s wrong,” Gouge stated.

As the sun set the barrelman, high in his crow’s nest, spotted the sloop.

In the morning, the fast, single-mast ship had cut the distance by half and from the quarterdeck, the captain trained his spyglass on her.

“She’s called Slender Lady,” he said, “and I’ve never heard of her.” He kept the spyglass focused, watching the smaller vessel.

“They’re not pirates,” he announced, and the crew visibly relaxed. “But I’m worried. She’s a needle of a ship, built for speed, and flying no colors.”

He lowered the glass to look at the gang accusingly. “She’s chasing us. Of that there’s no question. The only question is why.”

From that moment, he and the crew treated the party with suspicion.

The captain ordered a dark ship at sunset and a slight change in direction, followed by another an hour later. He hoped to lose their pursuers in the night.

First light illuminated a nightmare.

The captain aimed his spyglass at the sloop, now a mere half a mile behind, close enough to see the gray robed man on the forecastle, arms bared, blood dripping from multiple wounds. At his feet lay two Gray Robes, soaked in red and clearly dead. Behind him waited three more.

The captain spun on the party.

“Who hunts you?” he shouted. “What is this madness? They slaughter their own to close the gap? Who are you they want you so badly?”

He did not wait for an answer. He pulled himself higher by the mizzen mast and roared to his crew. “Get your weapons, men!”

Gouge ran to his quarters and returned with his longbow, strung and ready. Half a dozen crewmen had bows as well and joined him on the quarterdeck. None of the men wore armor. Sebastian knew the wisdom in that and went below deck to change into lacquered leather. One of the crew fired an arrow in a long lofting arch, but the missile fell into the sea well ahead of the sloop.

For one tense hour, everyone watched the trailing ship draw closer. As the Bloodletters on deck became visible without the glass, the crew grumbled in dismay.

“I’ll not sacrifice myself for children I don’t know,” a crewman said. “I’ve got kids of my own.”

More bowstrings twanged. More arrows fell into the sea. One of the Bloodletters drew his Letting dagger and opened his robe over his heart. A long line of blood appeared as he dragged the tip down his chest and stomach. The water around Isabella’s Revenge began to churn as if whipped by strong winds. Billy saw Raga back away from the banister, shaking her head, clutching her hands over her heart. She raced down the stairs and disappeared below deck.

When bows twanged this time, arrows bit wood. One pierced the foot of the Bloodletter with extended arms and a howl of pain echoed across the water. For a
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moment, wind filled the galleon’s sails again, but they died quickly as the Gray Robe resumed his spell.

The churning waters grew high enough to slop the main deck. Men feared the goal was to swamp the ship and drown them. Choppy waves coalesced into long tentacles of murky seawater and tangled around crewmen, dragging them overboard. More appendages emerged from the ocean, seeking sailors to ensnare.

“Target the man with the dagger!” the captain roared, and all bowman aimed their arrows. A second Bloodletter drew his dagger and sliced across his palm, squeezing his fist around the rune covered blade. Green smoke rose from his fist and wispy green flames began to dance across the deck of the galleon. The captain ordered some of his men to fight the blaze while the others fired more arrows. The flames crawled up the legs of a sailor and he fell to the deck, screaming and trying to beat the fire out with his hands.

Sebastian shouted: “My life, your coin,” and took a running leap off the quarterdeck and into the water, swimming hard for the sloop. Gouge ran low on arrows so he dropped his bow and dove from the quarterdeck too. He stayed under, avoiding arrows and swimming for the starboard side of the smaller vessel.

The green fire was impossible to extinguish so the captain ordered his men to redirect their fire at the Bloodletter with the smoking fist. When an arrow pierced the Gray Robe’s shoulder, the flames on the Isabella doubled. The mage laughed. Bast arrived on deck and ran to assist the burning sailors.

Sebastian reached the sloop and used the shroud lines to pull himself on deck. A Bloodletter ran at him, dagger drawn. The red warrior whipped his falchion from the scabbard and knocked the dagger aside, slicing the man’s wrist. The Gray Robe charged again, certain he held the advantage, and Sebastian held the line tightly as he swung over the water. As his swing came around, his falchion bit deep into the man’s thigh. The Bloodletter backed away, now aware he faced a seasoned fighter. Sebastian planted his feet firmly on deck.

Gouge reached the sloop and heaved himself from the sea. A glance told him the red warrior needed no help so he drew his sword and charged the remaining three Gray Robes on the forecastle. Smoking Fist and Bare Forearms ignored him but the man controlling the tentacles of seawater turned. On the galleon, seawater crashed to the deck, freeing the tangled sailors. Gouge noted with disgust the lattice of rotten veins surrounding the man’s wild, blazing red eyes. The battle mage slashed his own chest again and opened his mouth and vomited a swarm of sand flies at Gouge’s face. His sword was useless against them. He stumbled backward, tripping on a tackle line, and landed on his back. The flies forced their way under his eyelids, between his lips, and into his ears. He held his sword tightly as he jerked to his feet and jumped blindly overboard, the cold salt water blasting most of the insects away.

Sebastian now faced two Gray Robes alone. Arrows from the galleon struck the deck close by. He realized if he gave one battle mage his full attention, the other would hit him with a barrage of spells. He had to occupy both and attacked with a ferocious battering of steel.

Bit by bit he wore them down; small gashes and minor lacerations weakened them. When he had the chance, his falchion bit deep. He took advantage of every error
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they made, his blade flicking out and parting flesh. Soon they realized his strategy and launched a desperate attack.

Gouge broke the surface, spitting flies. Once more he heaved himself from the water. A glance showed Sebastian dominating his enemies. Gouge determined the Gray Robe responsible for the fire was the bigger threat so he vaulted onto the forecastle and charged the man from behind, sword arm drawn back for a devastating blow. The Bloodletter never saw the ferocious youth. Gouge swung with all his strength and the sword sank through bone and tissue through the man’s nape and into his chest. The man’s scream carried across the water. Before the Bloodletter turned, the boy withdrew the blade and drove the point between his opponent’s ribs.

On the deck of Isabella’s Revenge, the green flames sputtered and went out. Gouge spun to face the Bloodletter controlling the winds but discovered the man

exhausted and barely standing, his robe soaked with blood. Gouge bounded across the sloop and hacked into a surprised Gray Robe as Sebastian sliced across the throat of the other. Both battle mages fell.

The two fighters raced up the steps to the forecastle. The Bloodletter controlling the winds was now on his knees, breathing fast and shallow, his robe scarlet, his minutes few.

“Why are these two already dead?” Gouge asked, nudging the bodies with a toe. “Did they fight each other?”

Sebastian wiped his blade on a dead mage. “My guess is they burned through the first two cutting our winds and driving their own. That’s how they caught us so fast. The sacrifices these Gray Robes make to fuel their magic are insane.”

“But that’s stupid,” Gouge said. “They arrived with four instead of six. They would have beaten us at full strength.”

Gouge watched the dying battle mage and saw some veins had burst. Blood leaked around the man’s eyes. His gaunt face and emaciated body spoke of starvation and obsession. “What’s wrong with these people?”

Sebastian sheathed his sword and hailed the Isabella and a ragged cheer went up. Behind him, he heard a splash and, turning, noticed the wounded Gray Robe was gone. Gouge stepped back from the ship’s railing. “Did you drop that man overboard?”

“I did. He weighed nothing.”

“He was alive.”

“True. He still is, for a few seconds more, anyway.”

Sebastian looked over the railing and saw a dim human shape grow smaller as the man sank. He fixed Gouge in his gaze. The young man displayed no guilt, no shame, no second-guessing. He also displayed no malice. This had been a fight to the death and the battle mages lost.

“Help me throw the bodies over,” Gouge said. “I’m worried these bastards can come back to life. I don’t want to fight them again.”

On the Revenge, Captain Jesen, ringed by his men, argued with Billy. Raga appeared at the railing and established her mental link with Gouge, who conveyed the message to Sebastian.

“Raga says the captain wants us off his ship. Says we should have told him about the Bloodletters. He says the sloop is our ship now. Do you know how to sail?”
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“No.”

“Me either. I’m getting tired of people dumping us.”

“We can’t argue our way out of this one,” Sebastian said. “We have no leverage.” Aboard the Isabella, Billy had reached the same conclusion. Sailors threw

grappling hooks and soon the two vessels floated together. A gangplank allowed the transfer of Shiloh and Cinder and what few belongings the party had. At the last, the captain tossed a pouch of coin to Bast.

“I pray Avaral, God of the Waters, watches over you,” he said. “I cannot risk my men to your enemies.”

“Captain,” Sebastian shouted. “What will others say when they hear of our treatment? What decent captain abandons those under his care, and in the middle of the ocean. We have children, elderly.”

The captain’s leathery face was grim. “Aye, I am guilty of much and will answer when I face my Lord. Before that day, I must answer to my men and we are too exposed out here on the open sea. Any enemy but Gray Robes and I’d have kept you. I’m truly sorry.”

He gestured to the men to release the hooks and preparing to sail.

“Captain Jesen,” Sebastian continued. “We are not sailors. Are there any that would come with us? We know nothing of ships. Will any join us?”

The captain had a brief discussion with his crew. Sami stepped forward, crossing the planks and shaking Sebastian’s hand.

“We have a cook,” Gouge said.

“We have a captain,” Billy countered.

The sailors untied the hooks and the ships drifted apart.

“They are truly abandoning us,” Bast muttered, disbelieving.

Sami spoke up. “You’ll be all right, princess, Sami can sail. One of you grab the stay to that jib and the other feed line through the lateen. The winds have been held at bay and I can feel they’re furious. I expect we’ll be hit with a hammer in a minute and we’d best be ready.”

The group remained where they were, staring dumbly.

“Gouge, grab that rope and pull. Sebastian, do the same to that rope there.”

The Isabella was pulling away from the Slender Lady when Sami spun the wheel and widened the gap.

“We cannot follow them,” he said. “We’re built for shallow water. I’m bringing us closer to shore where we’ll ride the storm. Gouge, you keep an eye on those clouds behind us. I need to concentrate.”

Gouge shouted, “Aye, aye, captain!”

Bast rolled her eyes. “This is serious, Gouge. We have one person who knows what he’s doing. We’re out in the middle of the ocean. Has anyone searched below deck? Do we have food and water? You guys are pumped on adrenaline from the fight. You’re not thinking clearly. Are more Bloodletters hiding below?”

“I’ll start searching,” Billy said.

“I’ll go with you,” Ollie added.

“No,” said Sebastian. “Gouge and I will go first.”

“No,” said Sami. “I need you two strong men up here helping me. Any Bloodletters aboard would have joined that fight. Billy and Ollie can search just fine.”
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The sloop had two levels above the waterline. The first had various cabins with staggered hammocks, including a separate one for the captain. They found a galley, latrine, chartroom with a large table, and a workshop complete with tools. At the end of the central corridor, there was a ladder down. Billy lit a lantern and ventured alone as Ollie’s said his knees could not take the climb.

At the foot of the ladder, Billy found the corridor, packed with crates and bundles tightly strapped in place, ran back the way he’d come. He hung the lantern on a metal hook and walked to the nearest crate, prying the lid with a nearby iron bar. Inside were dozens of empty urns packed in straw. He tapped the lid in place and continued his walk down the corridor.

Billy grimaced. At the rear of the ship he found a handful of murdered crew members. The corridor opened into a larger space and their bodies lay arranged in a pinwheel pattern, each with a crude dagger drawn in blood on their chest. He pinched his nose but then realized there was no stench. These men looked three or four days dead but all he smelled was seawater, wood, straw, and pine tar. Directly above were large doors to this holding area so he located the handle to open them and began to turn. Sunlight flooded the dim space. As the light from above touched the slaughtered crew, they moved, moaning deeply and struggling to their feet. Too late, Billy realized they blocked his exit. He crouched behind a crate and covered his mouth to smother his whimper of fear. Gouge spied the movement and yelled a warning to the others. Bast leaned over the opening.

“Billy’s down there!” she cried.

Billy saw the terrible wounds the Bloodletter’s had inflicted on these men. These sailors had died painfully and their undead eyes were filled with the rage of the helpless. Their attention was on the voices above but he knew any second they would spy his hiding place.

A rope dangled and then danced wildly as Sebastian rapidly climbed down. The undead shuffled towards him, hands clawing air. The red warrior kicked the first in the head and sent him reeling. Whatever strength they had in life they possessed little in death. A second kick spun another around and gave Sebastian a small gap to drop to the floor where the three remaining undead closed on him. He drew his falchion and spun with a backhand that bit deep into a neck and sent the animated crewman flying. The remaining two clawed at the red warrior, nails cracking on crimson armor, teeth chomping on empty air. The dead sailor he’d kicked first rose with a snarl and faced Billy. The monster snapped his jaw and lunged at the boy, but Billy ducked as fingernails raked his jacket. The dead hand tangled in a fistful of the boy’s hair and Billy’s head snapped around as his body twisted.

“No!” Gouge screamed. Billy and the dead man stumbled into the crates. Gouge threw himself over the lip and all went down in a tangle. When Billy raised his head, he saw Gouge astride the creature’s chest, stabbing the dead heart repeatedly.

Sebastian pierced the heart of one undead and had another ready to fall. The first dead sailor was on his feet again and Billy smashed the fallen lantern against the man’s head. Splattered oil burst into flame. The creature flailed about, blinded, until he felt a stack of crates which he began to bite and kick until collapsing in a heap of smoldering bones and burnt flesh. Gouge joined Sebastian and together they cut down
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the remaining undead. Billy grabbed a blanket and beat out the flames, then crumpled into a trembling mass of frayed nerves.

At last truly dead, the broken spell released the fetid stench of men four days deceased. Billy gagged and ran for the ladder. Sebastian and Gouge scrambled for the rope. Soon they were topside. In the daylight, Billy saw Sebastian had been bitten.

“Yeah,” the older warrior joked. “I thought he was finished but no. Not to worry, only a small bite.”

Billy remembered every zombie movie he’d seen. “Please show Bast. We need to be sure.”

“That was exciting,” Gouge raved. “I was going to use my bow but that guy grabbed Pitter-Patter so I jumped.”

Sebastian chuckled. “You’re fortunate you had Billy to land on. We should get their bodies off the ship, just in case they come to life again.”

The winds were rising when Gouge threw the bodies overboard. Bin paid respect to the fallen men, adding a few parting words over each.

Ollie, Billy, and Bast finished the exploration of the vessel, pleased to find the ship fully stocked with supplies. They found a large leather case in the chartroom, emblazoned with a dripping dagger symbol.

“This belonged to the Bloodletters,” Ollie said. “Not the original crew.” “Should we open the thing?” Bast asked. “What about traps?” “Why would they set a trap on their own case?” “Because they’re horrible, terrible people.”

Ollie thought for a moment. “I’ll take the chance.”

Inside they found eight tubes. The first four were empty but the last four held two scrolls and two maps. No one could read the scrolls so Billy took the maps to Sami. The old sailor said they were areas within the Ardent Ocean.

“That first one is a safe passage through the Southern Bane Isles. You’d get top dollar for that one. The other looks like the coastline along Marwood, near Valdmur.”

“How much would we get for that?” Gouge asked.

The captain scoffed. “You’d have to pay someone to take that map. Valdmur does not welcome visitors. Many travelers have disappeared in that part of the world. Burn that chart lest someone use it.”

Billy changed the subject: “How’s the storm brewing?”

Sami shrugged. “Like every storm. I’ll need one of the stronger men to stay and help with ropes but the rest of you should get below deck.”


Chapter 35

When the storm hit, everyone grew sick except Sami. Shiloh had been moved to a stall in the hold and Sebastian stayed with her. Cinder lay huddled under Bast’s hammock. The smaller sloop was at the mercy of the waves and wind, rising and falling mercilessly. Sami was a superb pilot but there was only so much he could do, especially given this crew. Winds howled and rain hammered for three days. Sami tied himself to the mizzen mast and those coming on deck to help had to tie off too or be swept overboard. He slept rarely. Waves crashed and a blanket of clouds covered the sky.
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Night and day were distinguished by light and dark but no hour was known. When Billy asked where they were, Sami had no answer.

“Until I get some stars, we could be anywhere.”

Days four and five the driving rain abated but low clouds and high winds remained. On the morning of the sixth day, Sami pointed dead head, yelling over the wind and waves.

“The Dismal Straits! Tis terrible news but at least I know where we are now!” Billy saw a sliver of water bracketed by two high white cliffs. Whitecapped waves,

some as tall as the mast, hammered the rocks at the base of the cliffs and sent plumes of spray skyward. The high winds turned them to mist. The gap looked barely wide enough for the Slender Lady.

“We can’t make that,” Billy shouted.

“We have no choice, boy. We are too light to drop anchor and wait. We have a better chance of surviving by making the run with speed.”

Billy searched Sami’s face. Deep lines of fatigue carved the expression looking back at him. Sami was exhausted. Billy clapped the man on the back.

“You’re the captain,” he said, raising his voice over the wind. “I believe in you.” Sami puffed his chest with what little energy he had remaining.

“Should we go below or stay with you?” Billy asked. “Will you need help?” “Makes no difference, son.”

Billy elected to stay on deck and made his way to the bowsprit. The others went below. Sebastian and Raga went to the hold to stay with Shiloh.

Every time Billy looked at the cliffs they were taller. The channel narrowed causing the winds to accelerate and Billy grew so nervous he held his breath. The ship lurched each time a strong crosswind hit but Sami deftly straightened the prow and keep them on course.

If we’re going to hit, Billy thought, I want to know.

The cliffs reached at least a thousand feet above the water. They were so close Billy craned his neck to see the tops. Huge flocks of seabirds rode the winds and he marveled how they moved as one, smoothly adjusting to the air currents.

When he returned to the moment, the cliffs were upon him. A hundred feet of water on the starboard side and three hundred on the port, the cliffs flashed like a blur. At last Billy understood how fast the sloop traveled. Slender Lady flew across the water like an arrow. Submerged boulders and outcroppings lay close to the surface but Sami knew them by heart. The starboard cliffs grew closer and Billy wondered if eventually he’d be able to touch them. He stretched his hand out, anticipating. The craggy rock face drew closer.

“Are you daft, lad?” Sami yelled.

The wind speed suddenly climbed and the rigging transform into a thousand flutes, howling and whistling until Billy covered his ears. A burst of seawater flew across the deck, stinging every inch of exposed skin, and then like a shot they were through, racing across the whitecaps. With the narrows behind them, the wind dropped off rapidly. Billy fought the bouncing deck to Sami. An idea had occurred to him.

“Sami, do you think those Bloodletters chose this ship because they planned on coming through the Straits? You said one of their maps was safe passage to the Southern Bane Isles. Those islands are northwest of us.”
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“Yes. The other map was Valdmur, beyond the Isles, and if they planned to take you there, you’re luckier than you know.”

“But we’re heading away from SeaEnd right now.”

“Yes, we are. We had no choice. The storm decided our direction, not me.

There’s a fishing village about three days ahead called Obbo’s Landing. I’ll put in there

and you can make your way overland. Nobody sails south through the straits in winter.”

“How long?”

“To sail the long way around? Seven months, if nothing goes wrong, and I promise you something will. You’d sail through the Bane Isles, past Boilmet Swamp and the Solemn Keys, you’d need to outrun the pirates of Sealoam Sound and survive the storms of the Grand Salt Ocean. That’s a long list.”

“How long overland?”

“Four months.”

Billy hung his head. I’m never going home.

“Chin up, little man,” Sami said. “You survived the Dismal Straits. That’s a badge of honor among sailors. Few can make the claim.”

Billy forced a smile.

“On top of that,” Sami continued. “You’re free of the Bloodletters, at least for a while. No way they know where that storm dumped you.”

One by one the others appeared on the deck. Billy shared Sami’s comments about the need for overland travel and Gouge smacked Sami on the back.

“Looks like you own a ship!”

Sami looked shocked.

“Better change the name, though,” Gouge added. “In case the real owners come looking, which I doubt.”

Billy looked around. “Gouge is right. Congratulations, Sami.”
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From the first, the magic of EmberEarth was a whimsical and obscure force, as likely to harm as help you. Modern man changed that. Studied for the first time with systematic precision, magic gave up her secrets slowly, at first, and then with increasing ease. The Age of Wizards was born. As discoveries mounted, man’s life became easier, life expectancy increased for the first time.

But the seeds of destruction were sown, as ease breeds complacency. With the loss of struggle came a weakening of the mind.

When the Plague came and a third of civilization fell, another third died from ignorance. They’d grown weak and dependent. They’d lost their ability to struggle.

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles

121


Chapter 36

The common room at the Screeching Peacock was big, with a fireplace at each end and tables enough to seat more than a hundred. Billy and his friends had two rooms upstairs and came to the common room for dinner every night. After three weeks on the road from Obbo’s Landing, they’d arrived at Thorum, capital city of the kingdom of Silvus, located at the end of the Baronin peninsula in the Silver Sea. Another storm had dumped eight feet of snow, imprisoning them for a week.

Their days were spent much as their days on the road; Sebastian teaching Gouge intricate swordplay and Bin learning about the worship of Ashur. Yesterday Bin ventured into town and returned wearing a deep red robe over new black boots and leather armor. This morning Bast overheard her brother praying.

Billy and Ollie discussed EmberEarth frequently. Ollie commented Billy had an appetite for knowledge like no one he’d ever met, including himself. They sat in the common room as Ollie narrated the history of SeaEnd, capital of Preeso, and the boy quickly scribbled notes in his notebook. Billy turned the page and Ollie sat up quickly, pointing at the back of a page.

“Pitter-Patter, where did you see that?”

Billy spun his notepad. On the back were many sketches of the glyph Raga drew each time they made camp.

Billy chuckled. “A poor rendition of the symbol Raga tried to draw each night before dinner. She’d shuffle her feet in the dirt for hours if we let her. One night we were too busy to stop her. We broke camp in the morning and our path took us into some foothills. A glance at our former camp revealed she’d made this glyph on a grand scale. After that, now that we knew what she was doing, we allowed her to finish. That made her happy. The glyph never turned out the same. Raga’s childish lack of concentration, I guess.”

Ollie studied the sketch. “She drew this on the ground?”

“Yup. Every night, no matter what. She was obsessed. Took her a long time as the thing was huge. Why?”

Ollie scooted his chair to the table and lowered his voice. He eased the notebook from the boy’s hands and spread the page.

“This is not a single glyph done poorly, Pitter-Patter.” He pointed out small differences. “These are five different glyphs she kept repeating.”

Billy examined the sketches, noticing subtle variations for the first time. “I missed that,” he said, embarrassed. “And I drew them.”

“I’m not surprised. She drew them in the dirt with her feet, and you said they covered a vast area.”

“What are they, Ollie?”

“They’re magic symbols called Runes of Summoning. Every animal on EmberEarth responds to a different rune. I’ve not seen these in a long time but if I’m right, Raga was calling something. Raga was calling dragons. Five of them.”

Billy stared blankly. “Lander said The Rending killed dragons.” “So we believe.”

The old man and the boy stared at the intricate, swirling patterns on paper.
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Chapter 37

The sluggish icy current slithered over her tail and along her hind leg. A single tiny bubble escaped her nose, beginning the endless climb to the surface. A hurricane raged there but here in the crushing green depths, everything moved slowly.

The violent storm devoured Graceful, a galleon loaded with weapons, one ferocious bite at a time. A cascade of swords and spears were sent gliding to the ocean bottom, along with the one hundred and twenty souls who sailed her. The bodies and most of the weapons landed uneventfully on the vast continental shelf, but a few cleared the edge and began the extended plummet to the inky ocean floor, ten miles below.

An ornamental spear, decorated with the blue and silver of Preeso, grazed her ear and pierced her hide between the claws. The pain too small to notice, Malachite continued her dreams of sunny beaches and herds of bison.

From far away, almost too faint to hear, a voice called.


Chapter 38

Billy glanced around the inn and traced the runes with a fingertip.

“Raga called dragons?” he said. “Why? You know, once she started absorbing books at the library, she stopped drawing the runes.”

“She stopped because she started absorbing books or she stopped because the dragons got the message?”

Billy’s finger stopped. He looked around the common room to see if anyone listened in and noticed several of his friends coming down the stairs.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Ollie said. “But what if some survived? Drakkadun are supposedly extinct too, yet here’s Raga. Sebastian believes she is Beloved Kin.”

Gouge and Bin joined them, followed soon by Sebastian and Raga. Plates of venison and potatoes were passed around and Bast and Cinder came in at the last minute, covered in snow. Other patrons had dogs so while Cinder was eyed suspiciously because of her size, she was tolerated.

Conversation rose and fell with Bin sharing all he’d recently learned regarding the great god Ashur, and Bast describing the way Cinder loved to race full speed across the snow. Surrounded by friends and good times, Billy realized he missed neither Earth nor his mother, and hadn’t for some time. He grew quiet after that but no one noticed, too busy enjoying good company themselves.

Billy separated from his companions and approached a knot of rugged men who sat drinking. He asked for advice regarding the best route to SeaEnd. Everyone agreed there were two paths this time of year; the longer, west along the shore of the Silver Sea to Tacam and then south to Lowman’s Cut, or the shorter, east to Woodon and then south through HollowMound, a labyrinth of ancient volcanic tunnels and caves.

“Why would anyone take the longer route?” he asked. “HollowMound is no field of daisies, boy,” a bearded man warned. “We’re in a hurry.”

“Then nice meeting you, kid, and good luck with that place.”
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Billy waited but the men were finished with him. He thanked them for their trouble and headed to his table. On the return trip, a man in leather armor, pale blue and white, waved him over. He extended a hand and Billy shook it.

“I overheard you ask about the road to SeaEnd,” he said. “I came from there and you should be warned about the western route. Brigands, men just like that group over there, have taken residence in the Woodon forest along the road to Tacam, robbing travelers at will. I know the rumors, but for now HollowMound is the safer path. Always chose the widest path.”

“Thank you, sir. Kindness from strangers is a gift.”

“You’re young, too young for the wilderness. Your group has an adult but you carry the world on your shoulders. Go with God.”

“Your name, sir?”

“Bren-Abul Dos Vant, formerly of the Free States of Sarthona.”

“I’m William Tate, of New York. My friends call me Pitter-Patter or Billy.” “Pleasure,” Bren-Abul said. They shook hands again.

Bast asked who the man was when Billy returned to the table. He shared what the bartender and men said earlier, and then what Bren-Abul stated. Bast looked at the man in white and blue armor.

“He’s handsome,” she admitted.

Billy looked at the man. “If you say so.”

Sebastian said he’d verify the information but if found true, HollowMound seemed the correct path. Billy and Bast agreed. When they shared the news with the rest of the company there was complaining for the long trek. Ollie was especially nervous.

“I’ve read many passages regarding that underworld place,” he said. “All speak of the dangers.”

Billy showed his palms. “I’ll take possible historic dangers over present day real ones,” the boy said. “We’ll stay alert and pass through quickly.”


Chapter 39

Two weeks later the first warm breeze blew through Thorum, signaling the unofficially end of winter. Two weeks after that, early morning, the party stood at the Woodon fork. To the west, Tacam. To the east, HollowMound.

Sebastian rode Shiloh with Raga seated behind him. “The final leg of your journey, Pitter-Patter. Soon you will be home.”

Billy nodded.

The road between Thorum and Woodon was sparsely traveled and after five days they’d seen no one. Each night they’d leave the trail and move into the woods to camp. A few days later Gouge returned from his scouting position and said he’d discovered a trail leading into the woods towards the mountains.

“I’ve found a shortcut.”

After a brief debate, the party agreed to explore. Within a short distance, the redwood trees began to thin and the ground grew rocky. Soon after they found themselves surrounded by boulders and tough grass. Patches of snow dotted the ground. The incline grew and the last of the trees disappeared. They entered a clearing and found a waterfall to the right which fed a large sparkling pool. A fast-flowing stream
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led away to the left. Massive boulders several stories high boxed the open area and made them feel protected.

“A good place for lunch,” Billy said.

They watered the animals and refilled canteens and skins. Bin prepared hot Bison stew. Sebastian wandered higher, returning after half an hour.

“I doubt this trail leads to Woodon,” he said. “We should return to the road.” “We’re headed in the right direction,” Gouge noted. “Check the sun. This path

looks well used. Let’s go a little farther. If we need to we can double back.”

Billy wandered away from the group, following the curve of the pool. Bast and Cinder meandered along behind. When Billy no longer heard Gouge and Sebastian arguing, he stopped. Bast and Cinder came up behind him.

“I thought I’d be more excited,” Billy said.

Bast understood. “You mean to see your mother.”

“Yes. We’ve worked hard to get here. I’ve been away almost a year. I wonder if my mother still lives. Most likely she continued to waste away, never waking. At some point a major organ failed and that was all for her. To my friends at the hospital, I’m just another son who stopped coming to visit his mother.”

Billy moved to a large cluster of rocks to sit and Bast joined him. Cinder wandered off to explore.

“When my mom was all I had I fought hard to save her. Since arriving on EmberEarth I’ve made such dear friends. I have a family here. I worry I’m leaving to go back to nothing. If my mother has passed, what will I do?”

“If Ollie’s brother sends you home with the book, you can return.” “Yes, but should I? This book is dangerous.” “Hard choices.”

Billy laughed scornfully. “Yes, I’m the King of Hard Choices.”

“Truly, you are, but you chose well. If not for you, my brother and I would still be living in the forest outside Lecanum, dirty, hungry, and frightened. Gouge would be rotting in a dungeon or dead. Raga would have starved in a field alone. Your hard choices have brought us so much more than we ever had.”

“Well, I’m pleased for that.”

Billy’s gaze wandered. High above Bast’s head, stuck to an outcropping of rock, Billy noticed a patch of animal fur about the size of his hand. Bast followed his gaze.

“What’s that?”

“Looks like an animal used this boulder to scratch his back.”

Bast covered Billy’s hand with hers. “I hate to see you go,” she said, earnestly. “I hope your mother awaits you. If you take the Book of Power with you, so much the better. I hope the healers of your world have saved her and she misses her son and cries tears of joy to see you again.”

“Thank you, Bast.”

They were quiet for a long time. A fish broke the surface of the pool nabbing an insect. Ripples spread to the edges and disappeared.

“The waterfall is pretty,” she said.

Billy turned to look. The stream was wide over the falls, dropping a sheet of water on the rocks below.
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“Let’s get a closer look,” Billy suggested. “Sometimes the water hollows out the rock behind, creating a cave. We’d be safe camping there for the night.”

They followed the edge of the pool until they reached the fall and then climbed the rocks. Here they found a second, larger pool which fed the waterfall.

“Let’s try to cross along the lip here,” Billy said.

“Too dangerous. The river flows quickly and the underwater rocks look unstable. We could fall.”

“So be careful.”

They walked along the swift running water until Billy felt a flat stone beneath his boot. He measured the rock with his foot, discovering another flat surface below the first. He stepped down and found a third.

“Weird,” Billy said. “Run your boot over this. Are these underwater steps?” Bast pointed her toe under the frothing water, feeling along the rocks. “Yes,

curling under the falls.”

“Let’s see where they go.”

“The water will pour over us. We’ll get soaked.” “So? We’ll dry. Why are there steps here?”

Bast lifted her shoulders, conceding. He had a point. The flow of water hid everything so they probed with their feet as they descended, cold water rising until crashing over their heads and shoulders. Soon they stepped onto a stone platform behind the waterfall, soaking wet and laughing. The roar from the sheet of water behind them deafened.

“My boots are full,” Bast yelled.

“Mine too.”

They dumped their shoes. They sat in a rough cave carved by eons of churning water. The roof drew closer to the floor the farther back it went until lost in darkness.

Billy removed his socks and wrung the water from them. “Remember the rune Raga drew whenever we made camp?”

“Yes. That funny shuffling dance every night.”

“Ollie saw my sketches and noticed there were actually five different symbols. He says they are Runes of Summoning.”

“Runes of Summoning? To summon what?”

“Dragons.”

Bast lifted a sock and squeezed. Water splattered the rock ledge. She shook her head slowly. “Poor Raga. Calling creatures long dead is so sad. I worry about her. She becomes more withdrawn every day. She’s even pulling away from Gouge. She fights the voices inside her. I suspect she worries about losing.”

“I wish we could help.”

“Me too.”

They sat and listened to the crash of the water and enjoyed the hidden and tranquil place they’d discovered. Bast moved closer to the ledge and dangled her feet in the churning icy water, wiggling her toes. Neither spoke for a long time.

“I wonder who placed those steps?” Billy said at last.

Bast laughed. “That’s Pitter-Patter; always wondering. You are the most curious person I’ve ever met.”

“There’s so much to know.”
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She gazed at the frothing water. “That’s an excellent question, though. The builders had to dam that upper lake first. Why bother?”

“Exactly.”

Bast turned to the cave behind them. “How far back does this go?” “Too dark to see. Let’s find out.”

Billy put on socks and shoes and walked until the roof got too low. Soon he crawled and then, when the ceiling dropped again, wiggled. The light was too dim so he turned back. His hand brushed over a chisel mark in the stone. He opened his eyes wide and felt around, discovering manmade cuts. After a few minutes, he returned.

“What did you find, curious explorer?” Bast teased.

“The cave goes way back, angling down. The walls and ceiling narrow until they form a tunnel. I felt chisel marks in the rock. Someone expanded what nature started. To continue I’ll need rope and a lantern. Let’s head back to the others.”

At the camp, Gouge wanted to investigate.

“An unnecessary delay,” Ollie said.

“You’re as curious as me, old man.”

“Perhaps the lake is not always this high? Perhaps the steps are exposed normally and the cave is used for camping?”

One by one the party turned to Billy. He sighed.

“I must admit, I’m dying to know,” he said. “Me, Bast, Gouge, and we’ll bring Cinder to stand guard at the entrance. We’ll return as soon as we discover how the cave was used.”

They gathered what they needed and returned.

They examined the grotto with the light from the lantern, gradually moving deeper. Eventually they were forced to crawl on their bellies. After long minutes, the ceiling curved away and soon they stood in an enlarged cave with a pool of perfectly clear water in the center. On the far side of the pool, a tunnel about eight feet in diameter led off into darkness.

“Do you smell smoke?” Bast said.

Both boys shook their heads.

The tunnel ran straight for half a mile. As they reached the end they discovered they were far up the wall of a gargantuan cave. On the floor of the cavern, three massive huts with fifteen foot doorways lay spaced around a bonfire in the center. Smaller fires dotted the floor, each positioned near wooden cages holding human captives, some living, some clearly long dead.

“I told you I smelled smoke,” Bast murmured.

A giant emerged from one of the huts; twelve feet tall, powerfully built, and wrapped in animal skins. The beast threw a handful of branches on the central fire and approached a cage containing a woman.

“Those poor people,” Bast moaned.

The children were too far away to hear what was said. In the end, the giant walked away laughing and the woman sank to their knees, hopeless.

A second giant exited another hut and spoke to the first, and together they entered the third.

“We have to save her,” Gouge whispered, his voice hoarse with strain. “We have to save them all.”
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“We cannot kill a giant,” Bast hissed. “Much less two or possibly three of them. We don’t even have a way to get down there.”

Billy and Gouge examined the mouth of their cave and the wall down. Bast was right. Few handholds existed and their rope was nowhere near long enough. To climb would be time-consuming and exposed to attack. The giants could throw rocks, picking them off one by one.

Bast pointed to a cave at ground level. “That’s the entrance to their cavern.” Gouge followed her gaze. “So we go around and search the mountains for that

opening? Who knows where that opens on the surface. We could search for days. Pitter-Patter?”

“Let me think.”

Billy’s eyes traveled every inch of the cavern, seeking inspiration. Bast and Gouge knew Billy well enough to sit silent and wait.

Finally, Billy spoke: “I have two ideas. We can’t fight these giants in their cave, but what if we get them to come outside? If we make the fire smoke, we can drive them out. I suspect that was a problem before and why they used humans to expand the tunnel we’re in. This is a chimney. If some smoke goes out the front, that will help us find the cave entrance in the mountains.”

“That idea has some merit,” Bast admitted. “We drive them out of their cavern and slip in to free the captives, sneaking away in the smoke.”

“Right. My other idea is we block the stream flowing out of the second pool. The water will rise and flood this tunnel, raining on the giants below, creating steam instead of smoke to help us find the entrance. They’ll come investigate the pool and we do the same sneak in free the captives sneak out routine.

“What if they come back before we’re finished with our rescue?” Billy asked.

“Then we’re forced to fight,” Gouge said.

“How does one kill a giant?” Bast asked, doubtful.

“I have no idea,” Gouge answered.

Bast was thoughtful for a moment. “The first step of either plan is a trip to the others. Let’s hear their thoughts.”

Billy and Gouge agreed. Soon they passed through the water, called Cinder to their side, and headed back to camp. Billy described what they’d found and then shared his ideas. The group believed blocking the stream was the better idea.

“Which brings us back to how does one kill a giant?” Bast said.

“Kill them?” Sebastian said. “I’m the only true warrior here. You say there are three? Our only hope is free the hostages and escape before they return.”

“I prefer killing them,” Gouge said.

Bast rolled her eyes. Sebastian shook his head.

“First let’s see if we can find the cave entrance,” Ollie suggested. “That would speed things along.”

They fanned out, searching, but an hour later had nothing. Ollie found some odd tracks by a cluster of boulders but nothing useful.

“So we dam the pool,” Billy said.

They worked quickly, stacking boulders and filling in with branches and mud, and soon the water began to rise. They watched until the pool crested the stone ledge behind the fall and then raced to their hiding places to wait and watch.
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Gouge fidgeted but Billy went into his most patient chess tournament mindset, blocking distractions and ignoring the passage of time. He knew the water would flow down the chimney, slowly at first but gaining volume. The giants would be forced to investigate.

Patience, he thought.

Time passed slowly.

At last they felt the ground tremble and then heard rock grinding against rock. Only twenty feet from Ollie’s position a massive boulder rolled aside, revealing a large cave behind. Two giants stepped into the light. They’d armed themselves with wooden shields and heavy clubs and wore additional animal skins. One wore a metal cap.

Billy tried to shrink. This close, the pure physical power of these creatures intimidated him.

One hit from a club would kill me, he thought. Even a glancing blow would shatter the bones in my body.

Daunted, he froze. The giants glanced around for trouble then set off at a jog towards the pool.

Only two, thought Billy, remembering the third hut.

Sebastian and Gouge slid from hiding and ran for the cave, followed by the others. Except Raga, who remained where she was. Gouge waved for her to join.

I cannot, Billy heard in his mind, and knew the others heard the same. The risk is too great. I endanger you all. I cannot allow her to get free.

Billy understood.

Sebastian locked eyes with the girl. Go with them, he heard.

“My life, your coin,” he said.

The party ran into the cave.

Bast fired a torch. The tunnel was roughly ten feet wide and fifteen high. Gouge and Sebastian led the way, weapons drawn. The tunnel slanted downward and under the mountains. The party ran hard and minutes later entered the vast cavern. Water poured from above, sprinkling rain and causing clouds of steam. When the captives saw their rescuers, they screamed, begging for release.

“Be silent!” Bin hissed. “Do not call the monsters back with your cries.”

Gouge and Sebastian ran to the cages, smashing locks with the pommel of their swords. The others scoured the camp, looking for survivors. Beside the bonfire Bast found a young girl barely clinging to life. She called Ollie for help and together they carried the emaciated child.

Bin and Billy cautiously entered the third hut and discovered a mound of the prisoner’s belongings, far more than those captives could carry, as well as a large pile of human bones.

“Those monsters have been raiding travelers for a long time,” Billy said.

Bin stopped to pray over the pile while Billy rapidly searched the collection for anything useful. He tucked a sheathed dagger and ring into his trousers. The boys exited and quickly searched the other huts. They found more bones and huge bedrolls, barrels of fresh water, clubs, and discarded animal skins. Billy found two coin pouches. Satisfied no victims remained, the boys joined the others and helped the weakened prisoners.

Above, the water stopped falling.
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“Run!” Billy said.

The party raced for the exit. Gouge flipped his longbow around and nocked an arrow. Sebastian drew his falchion. They heard distant thumping, growing louder.

“That’s the sound of running giants,” Billy cautioned, outwardly calm. He knew that would be the last time he could speak without fear in his voice.

“We’re too late,” Gouge said. “I hear them. They’re close.”

The party entered the tunnel and saw the daylight ahead, but the weakened prisoners slowed them too much. The thumping grew louder. As the cave mouth drew near, Sebastian called a halt.

“If we must fight those monsters,” he said. “The tunnel gives us advantage. The ow ceiling and tight walls will restrict them more than us.”

The daylight went out as two large bodies blocked the entrance. The prisoners wailed in despair and the giants laughed.

“Look, brother,” cried the one wearing the metal cap. “More for the stew!”

His brother laughed again. Gouge let fly an arrow and feathers sprouted from the giant’s rotund stomach. The massive beast barely flinched. Gouge fired another arrow which pierced the laughing giant’s tongue. He broke the shaft against rotten teeth and spat the pieces.

The party hurried the prisoners back to the cavern but Sebastian and Gouge held their ground, enticing the giants forward where their clubs and incredible strength would be less effective. Gouge tossed his useless bow aside. He drew his falchion.

Ligaments, muscles, tendons, arteries; this is how I beat these monsters. I must be patient. Major organs are buried too deep.

Gouge adopted a fighting stance Sebastian had taught him. “We have to help,” Billy said. “Two against two will fail.” Bin swallowed and gave a nod. Both drew their weapons.

“Search for an exit,” Billy told Bast. “Or find a crevice where you can hide.” She gave him a determined nod.

The helmeted giant pulled his arm back and swung his club with colossal force. The end scraped along the ceiling, scattering rock, and then clipped the wall and spun the giant sideways. He pulled back for a jabbing smash but Sebastian darted forward and under, slicing the titan across the arm and back of the hand. His brother tried to hit Sebastian but Gouge jumped over and deflected the swing with his sword, although the weight and power sent him tumbling to the ground.

Before anyone drew a breath, Gouge was on his feet again, his sword whistling in an arc for the giant’s fingers. Four massive digits went flying and the monster howled in pain and dropped his club. A surprise punch from Metal Cap caught Gouge on the thigh and sent him tumbling into the tunnel wall, leaving him stunned and with a cracked femur. Billy saw an opening and leapt, swinging hard. His short sword bit near the giant’s elbow.

Sebastian dodged as a huge club pounded the ground and thrust his falchion deep in the giant’s shoulder and then quickly withdrew his blade to swing a hard arc on the giant’s head. The blow never landed. Faster than he thought possible for one so large, Metal Cap caught the swordsman’s wrist and pulled him into a huge bear hug. The air left Sebastian’s lungs in a whoosh and a groan.
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Gouge was on his feet, furious, rage overriding any pain. Jaw set with grim determination, he advanced on the massive creature, his sword a whirring, glittering, weaving instrument of destruction. Blood spurt from a dozen new wounds before the giant growled and bared his yellow teeth. Every move the giant made was half a second too late; Gouge had already moved. When the giant swung his bloody hand in wild frustration, Gouge ducked and drove the point of his sword under the monster’s jaw, as he had against the snake, and an inch of steel jutted from the giant’s head.

Sebastian fought hard against the arms that held him but his strength was insignificant. Billy and Bin jumped to help him and rained blows along the giant’s arms and shoulders. The giant kicked and sent Bin cartwheeling down the tunnel, breaking three ribs. Another kick aimed at Billy missed and the boy drove his short sword point into the giant’s neck, trying desperately to free the crimson warrior. The loud crack of bones breaking filled the area. Sebastian tried to scream but could not.

“Gouge!” Billy screamed. “Help us!”

Gouge ripped his sword free and crossed the distance between them, limping hard. He feigned a stab and then brought his sword whistling down on the bridge of Metal Cap’s nose. Blood sprayed. The giant dropped Sebastian and lunged at Gouge but the boy tucked his knees and dropped to the sandy floor, crying out in pain as his shattered femur absorbed the impact.

Sebastian hit the ground and did not move. Blood leaked from his mouth and ears. His eyes were wide open.

Gouge saw his broken friend and a howl of despair and rage filled the cave. He spun to face the behemoth. Falchion held high, the young man charged the behemoth. The giant dealt only a glancing blow but that was enough to spin the boy like a top. His sword flew from his hand, landing at Billy’s feet. The giant surged forward.

Billy grabbed the weapon.

“Gouge,” he yelled.

Gouge looked up with dazed and bleary eyes. Billy threw the falchion to land before his friend and Gouge closed his fingers around the pommel. He rose to his feet. A giant fist pounded the ground where he’d stood only an instant before and Gouge stomped the creature’s wrist and launched himself, swinging and hard backhand as Sebastian had taught him. The blade gashed the giant's throat eight inches deep, ripping through jugular and windpipe. Blood gushed like a fountain. The giant raised both hands to his wound, then dropped to his knees.

Gouge entered a defensive stance.

A river of red pouring between fingers, the giant pitched face-first to the floor. Gouge whipped around for Sebastian but Bast was there already. Their eyes

met. Bast burst into tears. Billy sat where he fell. Bin dropped to his knees and covered his head with both arms. Ollie stood grimly.

Enraged, Gouge turned on the giant and raised his sword. He drove the point between the dead creature’s shoulder blades and hacked the monster’s neck. For a long minute, sobbing, Gouge chopped at the fallen beast, bathed in a shower of blood and flesh. Nobody stopped him, even when he moved to the second giant.

The prisoners crept forward slowly, weeping, unable to believe their captors dead, their long nightmare over.
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“At the end of worlds, there will be Wyrms.”

— Inscription found carved into stone at the base of Skywrack mountain
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Chapter 40

Raga had returned to camp to wait, eyes closed, face towards the warm early spring sun. A clattering of rocks made her turn and she saw her friends, bloody, exhausted, dirty faces streaked with tears. On a stretcher made of cloth and branches, they carried Sebastian.

Guilt bloomed inside her. Tears welled, spilled, ran down her face. She met Billy’s eyes. One sharp, piercing, forlorn cry escaped her.

They carried the red warrior into camp and laid him on a large flat rock. Shiloh breathed the air and wandered over, sniffing her fallen master from boots to face. She tossed her mane and pawed the earth.

Raga laid a hand on her protector’s cold forehead. She had no desire to ask how he died. She had no interest in any feats of heroism or sacrifice. She looked at the prisoners and saw they worried for their own safety, sure they would be blamed for his death. She asked Ollie to get them food and water.

Bast directed Gouge to take the young hostage girl to her tent and then joined them, hugging the girl tightly and tearfully beginning her healing song. Gouge dropped the flap for privacy as he left.

Raga wiped the blood from Sebastian’s face.

The last of the RedMen is dead. She felt the news spread to those within.

Her mind drifted to her first meeting with the man on the road to Boonport Bay.

My life, your coin. A dam threatened to burst.

None who loves me, lives, she thought.

A nudge brought her back to the moment. Shiloh bumped the distraught girl with a nose and stepped close. Raga returned the creature’s gaze. She wiped tears from her cheeks and stroked the Andalusian’s forehead. The horse nudged her again, impatient.

All around, friends sat exhausted and beaten. She found Billy’s eyes.

I’m leaving, she told him.

He was beaten, crushed.

I know, he sent back. I understand.

I should have left weeks ago, she continued, words coming fast, pouring out. I can’t control her, Pitter-Patter. I’m a danger to us. If I had been there, Sebastian’s looming death would have pushed me over the edge. She would have taken over and I’d have welcomed Her. She would have killed everyone; giants, prisoners, my friends, and then taken the Codex from your body. That must not happen.

Billy nodded, utterly fatigued. I don’t blame you and I won’t try to stop you, but my plan killed Sebastian, not your absence.

Raga crossed the space between them and tears spilled for both. Amid bewildered friends, they hugged goodbye. Bin and Ollie sensed something amiss.

“What’s happening?” Bin murmured.

Ollie hung his head, understanding. “She’s leaving us.”

Gouge, still covered in gore, rose on trembling legs. “What? No. Why?”

Raga walked to Gouge and hugged him fiercely and for a long time. When she let go a patina of blood now soiled her clothing.

“No,” Gouge said again.

I must, my dearest Gouge.
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She removed the scarf from Sebastian’s arm and tied the sash around her own.

She moved to Shiloh. Gouge took a step forward.

“Let her go,” Billy advised.

Shiloh bent her legs to lower the saddle. Raga climbed up. She tugged the reins and Shiloh stepped carefully to the trail.

Exasperated, Gouge threw his hands in the air then winced from the pain of his many wounds. “Pitter-Patter? Are we going to allow this? Who will protect her?”

“She will.”

“What’s she going to do?” he shouted. “Why does she need to leave?” Billy knew this parting would be hardest on his friend. “She can’t control the

voices, Gouge. She must learn and not one of us can help her. If she fails, we are all in danger. She seeks to spare us, to keep us safe.”

Gouge watched Shiloh meander the path, each step away a dagger in his heart. Slowly, the pair grew smaller until they were lost in the trees. Billy sighed. Gouge yelled once and stomped out of camp in the opposite direction, arms wrapped around ribs.

Ollie brought the prisoners food and water and then listened to their tales. Some had been prisoner a year. The giants hunted the forest trail when they hungered for human flesh.

The ring and dagger belonged to no one so Billy kept both. The ring was a smooth band of silver with a central ruby bracketed by a tiny sapphire on each side. The dagger, about seven inches long, had a razor’s edge. The blade was black but the edge gleaming silver. The purses contained a mix of gold, silver, and copper coins. The party dressed Sebastian in his best armor and placed his falchion on his chest when they buried him on the mountain top. A stack of stones marked his grave. Bin kept Sebastian’s holy book, the Akitu.

“He’d want me to have this,” Bin said. Nobody argued.

When Bast awoke from her healing she showed no surprise at Raga’s departure. The girl she healed was daughter to one of the women and all wept like babies at the reunion. The prisoners said they were headed for Thorum, in the opposite direction. They stayed several days while their strength returned and then headed north. Billy gave them weapons, money, and food, and wished them well.

Four days later the party arrived at the trailhead through HollowMound.

The terrain had grown steadily more uneven and soon the road ambled through the rise and fall of foothills. On the horizon, they saw towering peaks still wrapped in snow. In the valley, the road forked; east, to the sea or south and below the mountains.

“You know,” Billy offered. “We don’t have to go under. We could head east to the coast and to SeaEnd.”

Bast said: “And add a month to our journey, Pitter-Patter. If you’re trying to avoid danger, don’t bother. HollowMound or the coast, EmberEarth is dangerous everywhere all the time. There’s no escaping.”

Bast headed for the pass under the mountain and her friends fell in behind. After a short distance, Gouge moved to take the lead.

The trail cut randomly through the hard basalt. Eons ago lava flowed and cooled, some smooth and flat, some warped or folded into tortured patterns. Fantastic shapes twisted the rock where bubbles had cooled and popped and tubes and tunnels of all sizes ran in wild haphazard directions. Once they left the surface darkness closed in but
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after a short distance, they saw a glow ahead. Soon they walked through phosphorescent mushrooms and mosses. After many hours, they came to their first crossroads; narrow routes left and right, wide straight ahead.

“The man said take the widest path,” Billy said.

Ollie was terrifically excited. He’d read much about the HollowMound but never expected to one day visit. Billy sketched as they went. The road began a downward slant and moisture collected on the rocks. Within a mile, water dripped freely from fissures and ran down the walls and along the road. The moss became a clinging variety which produced huge sheets of hanging growth.

Bast said: “I smell seawater.”

Hours later another crossroads and another choice made. The road became uneven and then fell away as they entered a cave with their path running along the right. Huge creatures like jellyfish floated on the air current within the cavern, gently bumping into each other and the cave walls. Long filaments hung beneath and Billy warned the party to avoid them.

“We have something similar on Earth. Those tentacles kill.”

As they left the cavern the roof drew closer and they soon had to crouch to continue. They came to a honeycombed area where many paths led off in multiple directions, the widest hard to determine. Fatigued, they decided to camp.

In the morning, they chose a tunnel, the largest, and continued. When the tunnel opened again much later, they discovered the way forward was a natural stone bridge over a lake several hundred feet below. Fish of all sizes and varieties swam glowing in the water. The lake extended out of sight right and left.

“We may have chosen the wrong tunnel,” Billy said.

“I fear turning around,” Bast said. “Too easy to become lost in this place.” The party surveyed the vast cavern.

“The bridge in our only choice,” Billy said.

They began moving again. After a while, Gouge stopped the party.

“Do you see movement down there?”

He pointed along the lake shore towards a jumble of boulders and Billy and Bast focused their attention. Soon a solitary humanoid moved beyond the rocks. Dressed in light black leathers and carrying a bow, the figure was intent on something in the lake.

As they watched he drew back an arrow and let fly. The missile sped carrying a thin line attached and skewered a thrashing fish.

“Dinner,” said Gouge.

Billy gave a jerk of his head to indicate they should keep moving.

The bridge became a tunnel once more and for long hours they walked in monotony, the only items of interest the glowing mosses and occasional mushrooms. They came to another chamber with many possible routes. They chose the widest again. This tunnel stayed wide and tall and they moved quickly, even when the path slanted downward again. The angle increased and the tunnel narrowed and they trod this path a long time.

“I hope we don’t need to retrace our steps,” Gouge joked. “Climbing this ramp would be awful.”

The air began to flow over them and then, after a pause, reversed direction. The tunnel continued another hour or two and then the floor grew progressively more
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uneven, becoming loose rocks and boulders. Within a hundred feet they climbed along a natural fissure.

“I see light ahead,” Gouge said, “and I hear waves.” “And I still smell the ocean,” Bast said.

They exited the fissure and stood on the shores of an underground sea, large black pebbles crunching beneath their boots, the roof of the cavern lost in the mist above. A steady but light wind blew in their faces.

Ollie gawked in wide-eyed wonder. “The WitchSea is real,” he murmured. He bent and scooped a few black pebbles which he dumped in a pocket. He walked to the water’s edge and pulled off his boots.

“Is that wise, Ollie?” Bast asked.

“No.”

The old sage wandered out and small waves splashed against his shins. His smile was pure joy.

“What is the WitchSea?” Billy asked.

“A myth, until a moment ago. An underground body of water rumored to be as large as the Silver Sea. First mentioned over a thousand years ago in the journal of Stromgrum the Far Traveler, and then not seen again. Somewhere along the coast are the Faelum, a fierce seafaring people, utterly blind, who move by high-pitched echoes. Stromgrum lived with them for a time, as they have no quarrel with the surface people, and recorded their customs. They were tribal and wared constantly. So much time passed without another sighting, most scholars were sure they’d gone extinct. If we can discover they yet live we'll be famous.”

“Let’s hope they still have no quarrel with the surface folk,” Gouge said. “Get dressed, Ollie,” Billy said. “We need to move.”

Ollie dipped a finger in the water and tasted it.

“Salt,” he said.

On the move, Ollie talked nonstop. He spoke of islands on the WitchSea, inhabited by strange plants and creatures and littered with ruins from the Abandoned Age.

“Can you imagine what we might find?” he said, breathlessly. “We must revisit and sail these twilight waters.”

They hiked the shore for two days, camping to the gentle sound of waves. On the third day, they discovered the wreck of a large galleon, like the ones sailing the oceans above, but constructed of a light, polished volcanic stone. Billy marveled at the craftsmanship. Interlocking plates and intricate post-and-eyelet ingenuity produced a vessel more seaworthy to his untrained eye than any ship he’d seen. The ropes were woven of a fine material like hair and the sails a tough membranous film.

In the hold, they found several humanoid skeletons wearing armor of small, flat, volcanic chips and carrying swords of sharpened basalt. Billy took a dagger for his growing collection of weapons. Gouge took a broadsword with a curved tip and matching sheath. They searched the crates but found only rotted stores. In the galley, they found odd spear guns designed like sleek crossbows and two spiny King’s Crown shells, cut and polished to serve some mysterious purpose.

“What are those?”  Gouge asked.

Ollie held the shell in the light, examining carefully.
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“Looks like they go in your mouth,” he said, slipping one in and biting to hold the strange item in place. His nervous eyes were big when he drew his first breath through the device. Nothing happened so he exhaled and inhaled again. He removed the shell for further study.

“I have no idea,” he announced after a few minutes.

Billy and Ollie made their way to the captain’s quarters and discovered a treasure trove of maps and charts and journals. Ollie wept for joy.

“They navigate magnetically!” the old sage exclaimed after reading a few. “They chart seasons by wind direction,” Billy added. “Four different currents.” They studied until sleep overtook them and then continued their reading the next

day. The rest of the party moved outside and Gouge used a spear gun to catch several translucent fish, which Bin cooked. Around midday Ollie announced the shells were used to breath underwater and asked if any wished to test his theory. Gouge raised a hand. Billy cut him off.

“Too dangerous, Gouge. What if something underwater pulled you down? Could we even save you? Let’s test Ollie’s idea once we’re back in town. Bast can test the shell during her next bath.”

The party enjoyed another night’s sleep aboard the galleon and then resumed their march. Ollie took three maps with him for further examination and Billy took two.

They followed the bend of the shore for days and Bast mentioned they’d need to find a way to the surface before their food ran out. “Or learn to fish,” she added, jerking her chin towards the ocean. Gouge patted the spear gun hanging on his pack.

With renewed urgency, and at Billy’s urging, the party shifted their trek closer to the cavern wall, searching for possible means of egress. They tested each tunnel but failed to find a path to the surface. A day later Cinder raised her ears and looked expectantly towards a cave mouth. They followed her through many twists and turns and soon hit a tunnel slanting upward. The tunnel ran true for three days and then Cinder barked and trotted forward. The party hurried to follow and after a series of wildly twisting tunnels, they rounded a corner and saw daylight far ahead.

They exited the HollowMound in the foothills west of Wasala, a lumber town, and Cinder took off to hunt fresh meat. Five more days of easy overland travel and the green towers of SeaEnd peeked over the horizon.

They hit upon a trail aiming for the city. Ollie narrated as they walked, explaining that SeaEnd was a citystate loosely ruled by a king. Protected by mountains to the west and an ocean to the east, war had come rarely. Such stability meant commerce had risen as the major tool of diplomacy and tax collection had made the royal family monstrously wealthy. In exchange, they provided for military protection from marauders outside the city and police protection within. The royal family, firm believers in education, prided themselves on the library at city center, paying a reward to any who presented a new tome to add to the inventory. Generations of this policy had led to several expansions and the library was now a gargantuan structure.

Also at SeaEnd was Windham Keep, once the world’s leading college for mages. Fear of that tower had allowed the royal family to expand their borders and influence without war. A square pillar of black marble shot through with veins of white, the Keep towered above the harbor, still maintained as a reminder of former glories.
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The party topped a rise, their trail meeting a road to the city. They shielded their eyes from the setting sun.

“Remember,” Billy said. “Lander knew our plans. If the Bloodletters caught him, which I hope they did not, they know we’re here. Be on guard.”


Chapter 41

As the spires of SeaEnd came into focus, Billy gasped. He’d never seen a city so beautiful. In defiance of gravity, thousands of towers reached skyward like thin blades of grass. Many were connected near the top with bridges but the tallest were singular stalks of brilliant crystal. Around the base of these, the rest of the city sprawled. Enumerable wharfs lined the ring of the natural harbor. Whitecapped waves and soaring albatross filled the bay. In the center of the metropolis rose a massive structure. Billy noticed ants crawled up the stairs, then realized the true scale of the place.

“Those dots are people. Is that the library?” he asked Ollie.

“Yes. We should rent a room at a nearby inn and find my brother.”

After a few tries they found a place called the Traveler’s Rest and dropped their gear to choose beds. Afterwards, the party decided Billy and Ollie would go first. They bathed and washed their clothing. Once presentable, they headed for the library.

Inside, like Appacca, row after row of manuscript, scroll, and tablet lay available for all to read, and persons from all over the world sat at the tables.

Ollie left Billy on the fifth floor and climbed to the sixth. He was gone a short time before reappearing with a younger version of himself.

“Pitter-Patter,” Ollie said, formally. “This is my brother, Kalum. I’ve informed him you possess a rare manuscript you’d like him to translate. If you’d go with him, there are private rooms available. He’ll lead you.”

Kalum had more hair but less weight than Ollie. He lacked his brother’s long white beard but had the same intelligent brown eyes and bowed back. Kalum was taller. Billy followed him to a room upstairs containing a desk and two comfortable chairs. On one wall ran a tapestry depicting the SeaEnd bay, undeveloped, on the other, a map of the known world. Billy noted the map had more empty space than filled.

“I’m curious, Pitter-Patter. Rarely do I see my brother this excited over a manuscript. Are you a collector?”

“No, not a collector. Will you lock the door, please?” Kalum slid the bolt. “A family heirloom then?”

Billy swung his backpack around. “Let me show you.”

He placed the T-shirt wrapped Codex on the desk and unfolded the garment. He slid the tome across the table to Kalum.

Billy watched the linguist’s face closely. If he had any doubts about this man, he lost them in that moment. As understanding dawned, Kalum’s poise slowly fall apart. Tears filled his eyes. He reached a trembling hand forward and stopped.

“May I?”

Billy nodded.

Kalum ran caressing fingertips lightly down the cover.

“Unbelievable. Inconceivable. The Infinitum.” He crouched to view the book at table-level. “Smaller than I thought.” He studied the spine and stroked the seams. He
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scrutinized every inch. When his examination of the outside was complete, Kalum opened the cover and the thin vellum sheets crackled. Kalum turned delicate pages without speaking.

Billy waited.

Kalum leaned close, lips moving as he read.

Billy sat patiently as Kalum turned more pages.

The linguist’s eyes scanned every line, pursing his lips and occasionally nodding as if some new understanding revealed itself. “Fantastic,” he said. “This book means the end of the world we know, but I must admire what the High Council achieved. The machinations of the universe lay exposed here. They were fools and mad geniuses. How did you acquire this book?”

“Please, Kalum, take a seat. I have a long story to tell.”

Billy did. Kalum listened attentively, asking questions, sitting patiently. The WitchSea captured his imagination but he calmed himself and asked Billy to proceed. The boy shared everything. As the end of his tale arrived, Billy drew a deep breath, fearing to ask the question closest to his heart.

“Kalum, can you send me home?”

Kalum met his companion’s worried eyes. “Forgive me, I should have said something already. Yes, easily. These opening pages share a spell that anyone can cast. They describe how to send the Codex and a plan for the book’s return. They also provide the steps to destroy something called the Phial, which, combined with the other Books of Power, would return magic to EmberEarth. My history of linguistics allows me to read these words but I am no mage, I have no Gift. I merely repeat what Haylan and the others left for me.”

Billy no longer listened. His heart thumped under his ribs, his mouth dry.

Yes, easily.

He tried to calm himself. Kalum continued.

“To send you home you’ll need to concentrate on where and when you left.” “What do you mean, when?”

“I mean Haylan and the others hid the books not only in space but also in time. They sent the tomes far away in both distance and years. I’ll be following a loop he began and you completed.”

Billy chewed on this for a moment, thoughts on preventing a car crash squeezing his heart. “May I return to any time I wish?”

“No, I must send you back to a point on your original timeline and the closer we get to your moment of departure, the greater our chance of success. Your memories guide my incantation and memories are never perfect.”

Billy sighed. I can return to the same day I left. Mom will be as she was. Kalum continued. “When you left your world were you someplace safe? “Yes. I was alone in a small room.”

“You’ll appear in the same room. May I call Ollie to join us?” “Yes, of course.”

Kalum left but soon returned. Ollie looked worried but Kalum explained everything. In the end, Ollie pointed at the boy. “You must take the Codex with you,” he said. “The book is simple too dangerous. Bloodletters can use it but we cannot. Should they acquire the tome they will enslave EmberEarth.”
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“The Bloodletters must be stopped,” Billy argued. “But they already possess a kind of magic. You’ll need magic of your own to defeat them. You’ll need the Codex.”

Kalum interrupted: “We’d need all three. One Book of Power does nothing.” “Where are the other two?” Billy asked.

“No one knows,” Kalum answered. “They could be anywhere and any when.” Kalum looked at Ollie. “Any ideas?”

“Precious few,” his brother replied.

Kalum rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The High Council intended the books to return to EmberEarth someday. Would they have sent them to the same place? Since Pitter-Patter found one, perhaps all three are in his world.”

Billy suddenly stood. He’d spent days in the Rare Manuscripts section of the New York library. Had he already seen them? Did he pass them by with no understanding of their importance? The idea had a ring of truth.

“Lander recognized the Codex Infinitum from illustrations he’d seen,” Billy said. “Have you any pictures of the other two?”

“Indeed. One moment.” Kalum reached for the doorknob.

“Watch for Bloodletters,” Billy added. “They may know we’re here.” Ollie turned to Billy. “You must be excited to go home.”

“I am, but I cannot leave you weaponless.” He sat. “Ollie, I’m going to ask the twins to return with me. Kalum too. I need their help with my mother.”

“I’m sure they’ll go with you.”

“After we’ve done all we can to help her, I’ll send the Codex home with them.” “An excellent plan. You think deeply for one so young.” “We should play chess.”

Kalum returned. He carried a large book of artistic prints under an arm. “Here’s what I found,” he said.

Kalum opened the book and flipped through pages. Once he stopped, he stepped away. Billy joined him around the table, peering at the manuscript. Halfway down the page, Billy saw realistic sketches of two books, bound in black leather, a curious meandering glyph stamped on the front covers.

“Dear God,” he breathed. “I’ve seen those.”

“Then we have all three,” Ollie said.

“Yes.”

The enormity of the moment stunned them. Kalum dropped into his chair and Ollie leaned against the wall and then sank to sit on the floor. Nobody spoke. Lost for a millennium, they alone now knew the secret. Billy stared at the floor. Ollie and Kalum looked stunned for a moment and then looked at each other. Fate had chosen two brothers, gifted academics from birth, to reveal, at last, her greatest secret. No one spoke for a long time.

“My friends have a room at the Traveler’s Rest,” Billy told Kalum. “Will you return with them? We have much to discuss.”

Kalum said he would and departed.

“You sent my brother because he is unknown to the Bloodletters.” “Yes.”

“Wise. I’m sure our chess game would be brief. You would defeat me easily.”
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They sat in silence, wrapped in thought. Before too long the door opened and Gouge stuck his head in.

“Everything okay in here?”

Billy nodded. “Bring everyone. We need to talk.”

The room filled with his friends. Billy waited until everyone found a seat and then stood to address them. He lifted the Codex from the table. “First, let me say that Kalum can read enough of this to send me home.”

Bast and Bin smiled. Gouge frowned.

“He’s also may have learned how to return the magic to EmberEarth after a thousand years. He needs the other Books of Power, and we’ve located them.”

Stunned silence filled the room. Bast covered her face with her hand. “Oh, God.” “Where?” Bin asked.

“They’re on my world, the same place I found this one. I’m hoping you two will come with me and heal my mother. Kalum will come too. After she’s taken care of, we’ll locate the other books and then Kalum will bring you home with all three.”

“We’ll bring the books together again?” Bin said. “That sounds dangerous.” Billy sat the book on the table again and stepped back. “Haylan was wrong,” he

said. “The Bloodletters must be stopped and you’ll need magic to accomplish that.” “So much suffering,” Bast murmured.

Billy heard. He knelt and took her hand, speaking earnestly.

“Yes, you’re right; there will be much suffering. War is coming to EmberEarth. Bloodletters have remained hidden for a thousand years, growing in power and influence. They mean to conquer all. That was their plan when Haylan fought them and remains their plan today.”

He faced the party.

“This is not my world or my fight, but I can give you the best chance of winning.” Billy turned his eyes to Kalum and everyone followed his gaze.

Kalum stood. “I mentioned destroying a Phial. Haylan and the High Council sealed magic away. Smashing this Phial will set magic free again.”

“What is it?” Gouge asked.

“It could be anything but most likely they used something small so it was easy to hide and tough so it would last for centuries. Like a jewel.”

“Where is it?” Gouge said.

Kalum shrugged. “I’ll need all three Books to answer that question.”

Billy faced his friends. “Will you come with me? Will you help my mother?” Bin stood. “I’d be honored. You’ve done so much for us.”

“Yes,” Bast agreed. “I will go with you. Gouge, will you keep Cinder until our return? If I understand correctly, we may be gone only an instant.”

Gouge gave her a nod.

“Thank you,” Billy said. “I cannot begin to express how much I appreciate this.” Bast rubbed Cinder’s ears, meeting her eyes and pointing at Gouge. “Follow.” Billy embraced Gouge. “You’re my brother. I love you, Gouge.”

“And you’re mine,” he replied. “I love you too, Pitter-Patter. I am sorry to see you go. Good luck with your mom.”
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Kalum asked Ollie and Gouge to exit and take the wolf with them. Ollie stopped in the doorway and told his brother, “I’m proud of you, Kalum. History will remember you as the man who unified the Codices.”

Kalum set his jaw. “Indeed, I fear you’re right, Ollie. We don’t know yet if that’s a good thing or bad.”

They hugged and Ollie shut the door.
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“The pirates of Sealoam Sound survived for centuries as a kratocracy which behaved as a loose autonomous collective. The very lethality of life amongst the pirates resulted in such swift turnover no despot ever held power long. Treaties were made and broken often, only to reform with new players, diffusing authority and acting as a check-and-balance on centralized government.

Yet most pirate dens had running water and sewer systems, fair trials and tax collection. Disguised as a mercenary, King Golanamath spent time at Baratara, unofficial capital of the unofficial pirate nation, and returned home with a new paradigm for governance: ‘Every person appointed to official positon will have years set to the term they serve, and each of those persons will have a single vote, including me. When a term ends, a new appointee shall take their place.’

In this way, he hoped to recreate the short life expectancy of pirates without creating an opposition party of widows and widowers. He succeeded well beyond his hopes as the system he invented lasted centuries after his death and even now survives in some form among the monarchies of EmberEarth.”

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 42

The storm which ravaged New York grew out of nothing and centered on the Schwarzman library building at forty-second street and fifth avenue. The tempest began with a massive bolt of lightning, detonating near a lion statue and stunning several persons. The clap of thunder knocked people off their feet. More bolts rained, blasting the manicured Bluegrass and wild ivy and surrounding London Plane trees. Rain inundated Bryant Park. Those outside ran for cover.

The library administrator closed the main reading room within an hour but patrons were still trickling out when a brilliant ball of electricity eight feet wide engulfed a table in the Rare Manuscripts room. Tomorrow’s newspapers would quote a scientist who described a rare atmospheric condition induced by heavy wire mesh and latent static charge. The ball lasted a long moment before exploding, rendering unconscious two gentlemen slow to leave the room, three dazed children, and an elderly man, hiding under a table now aflame. Fire alarms blared.

Because he’d suffered the brutal transference already, Billy recovered first. Every bone and joint ached but he got himself and the others moving. In the commotion, he opened a velvet lined drawer and stole two books bound in black leather.

“The fire alarm halted the elevators. We’ll need to take the stairs.” All three stared at him blankly.

“You have no idea what a fire alarm or elevator is. Right. Just follow me.”

As they left the Rare Manuscripts room, Billy noticed the elderly guard facedown at his desk and stopped to check on him. The man had a small cut on his forehead but was merely stunned. Billy led his friends toward the stairs. When they passed the balcony which looked out over the library, Kalum stopped, his face aglow with wonder.

“It’s… It’s beautiful,” he murmured. “Fantastic.” His mouth slowly curled into a proud grin. “But the library at SeaEnd is bigger.”

“Yes,” Billy admitted. “But before you boast, I need to tell you about the Internet. We just haven’t time for that now.” Billy pinched Kalum’s sleeve and pulled him along with the others.

Outside, the storm had diminished to a mild rain. Billy took the steps to the street two at a time but stopped at the sidewalk. He checked the date on the newspapers sold at the curb, just to be sure and found he had returned on the same day he left.

“Amazing.”

Behind him, at the top of the steps, his friends gawked with bug eyes at the vast and hectic city; three heads wobbled on pivots. Traffic crawled along the streets and the multitudes hurried about their business. Horns blared, steam rose from manholes, a hundred different languages assaulted the ears and a thousand different smells flooded the nose. From above the clouds the roar of a commercial jet engine rattled windows. Kalum, Bin, and Bast stood petrified. Billy climbed the stairs.

A city bus stopped in front of the library.

“Guys, you’re killing me. I’m sure you have a million questions but we must get on that bus. I just stole two books from the New York City library and I may have been seen. More importantly, my mother lies in a hospital waiting for me. I will answer your questions but for right now we need to move. Come on.”
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This time they followed. The doors opened with a hiss and he paid for four. He marched them to the rear of the bus and into seats.

Billy watched his overwhelmed friends gawk at everything New York. All three had faces pressed against glass, bending their necks to see everything. New Yorkers ignored them. Headlights and taillights gleamed off rain soaked asphalt. Bright office lights glowed and skyscrapers lit the night. Everywhere, people hustled.

“Is your whole world like this?” Bast whispered, her breath frosting the bus window.

“No,” Billy admitted. “Some is better, most is worse. Some is much worse. Some parts of my world are a hell like nothing I saw on EmberEarth.”

Bast faced him. “You sound sad.”

“I guess I am. Our worlds are both dangerous but my world is also vicious and cruel. The only source of malice on EmberEarth were the Bloodletters. Here, we are surrounded by it. Every day people hurt you for profit or for no reason at all.”

Billy looked away and Bast aimed her attention out the window again. After a minute, Kalum asked about the skyscrapers. Billy answered his question and the sage followed with another. Soon he asked about everything. The bus stopped frequently and exchanged passengers and Bin, Bast, and Kalum peppered the boy with inquiries about every aspect of city life. Billy enjoyed the distraction. A thought gnawed at him since his comment regarding cruelty; if Bloodletters win, EmberEarth will become as harsh and malicious as Earth, possibly more so.

Bast misunderstood his furrowed brow. “Are you nervous about your mother?” “Yes, among other concerns.”

“I understand. I promise I’ll do all I can. Bin will too.” Billy took her hand. “Thank you.”

The bus dropped them about a block from the hospital and Billy herded them towards the massive building. They’d gone only a few steps when a disheveled and confused man turned onto the sidewalk ahead of them, coming their way. Suddenly angry, the man shouted at unseen antagonists, threatening violence.

“Avoid eye contact, guys,” Billy advised, his voice low. “Don’t act afraid.” Bin planted his feet directly on the man’s path. The angry man directed his

attention at Bin.

“You have something to say?” he yelled. “You want a piece of me? New Yorkers veered around the pair and kept to themselves. “Yes,” Bin admitted. He placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Please don’t do that,” Billy warned.

The man’s eyes grew huge with rage and cords stood out on his neck. His face flushed crimson. He raised both fists over his head. Bin hummed a soft melody and the man blinked several times, his face confused as if he’d forgotten something. Bin moved closer, maintaining contact. The man’s arms slowly came down as he gazed into the boy’s eyes. Bin continued his song until the man drew deep, calm breaths.

“You’ll be okay,” Bin said. “Forgive your father. Your hatred harms you and leaves him untouched. That woman who tries to help you. Go see her again and this time, let her help.”

The man gave a slow nod.

145


“We can go,” Bin said to his friends, pointing ahead. The party moved on. Billy looked back at the man who now surveyed the surrounding buildings like he viewed them for the first time. He looked down at his hands and then at his filthy clothes.

“Did you cure him, Bin?”

“No, his mind has fled. Like Bast and those too close to death, there are some out of reach. If I pursued they would drag me down too. I would lose myself in their madness. I gathered many pieces of him and stitched them together. He’ll be better able to accept help when offered and his life will be much improved, but never cured.”

They crossed the last side street before the hospital. The sudden storm had caused numerous accidents and the staff busily tended to the injured. Billy brought his group in the side entrance off west fifty-eighth street. Bast stopped in the middle of the alley and looked skyward to the highest floor. Her hand rose to cover her mouth.

“What is it, Bast?” Billy asked. “What’s wrong?” Bin circled his sister’s shoulders with an arm.

“I can feel them,” she said. She extended her hand and spread her fingers. “So many. So much hurt. How can there be so many? What is this place?”

Her eyes roamed the massive building, moving from floor to floor and window to window. “Pitter-Patter, this entire structure is filled with the hurt and the dying.”

“Yes, we call them hospitals. The sick and injured come here for help.”

Bast shook her head. “Unbearable,” she murmured. She drew a deep breath to collect herself and gave Billy a nod to proceed.

Inside, he led Kalum towards a men’s restroom. “We’re dressed reasonably appropriate but you’re essentially wearing a bathrobe,” he said. “That will draw attention.”

Kalum looked down at his sage’s gown.

“Hide in this stall until I come get you. We won’t be long.” Billy held the door open and a curious Kalum stepped inside to investigate. “Leave this door closed,” Billy suggested. He returned to Bast and Bin and led them to the elevator. The doors opened and Billy stepped inside.

“Come in,” he said.

The doors closed smoothly and a sensation of movement caused the siblings to look at each other. The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Bast and Bin marveled.

“Follow me,” he told them. “Keep your hands in your pockets.”

He first he had to greet the Shift Nurse. He glanced at the wall clock. Gloria started her shift in an hour. He knew Delores had the desk until then. He approached the older dark-haired woman who smiled when she saw the boy.

“How was school today?” she said, asking the same question she always did.

“Easy as pie,” he replied.

They snickered at the joke they shared.

“Delores, these are two friends visiting from out of town, Bast and her brother, Bin. They’d like to visit my mom to pay their respect.”

“Go ahead, William,” Delores said. “I trust you. I need to check on a few patients so please excuse me. Remember your paper caps.”

Billy smiled broadly and grabbed three caps and covering everyone’s head. He waited for Delores to turn the corner and then waved Bin and Bast into his mother’s room. Elizabeth looked as she always did; dark brown mop of hair like Billy, shot
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through with gray. Deep lines of worry were etched around her eyes, thin lips drooping around a plastic tubes in her mouth. Billy scanned her equipment; noted the readings were unchanged. Bin surveyed the hoses and wires attached to the woman, dismay clear on his face. Bast moved close to the bed.

Billy sucked a ragged breath over trembling lips. Water filled his eyes.

At last, he thought. Fatigue turned his body to lead. He pulled her sheet higher. “Mom, I brought friends. They can help.”

He wiped tears and motioned the twins closer.

“Please,” he said. “Do whatever you can.”

Bin placed his hand on her forehead and closed his eyes, humming low. Bast motioned for Billy to watch the corridor and then she placed her hand on the woman’s sternum and began to softly sing. Billy had to look away.

At the door, he stared blankly down the corridor too afraid to hope, too afraid to contemplate failure. After some time he began to wonder. After an eternity, curiosity won and he peeked over a shoulder. Bin and Bast had heads bowed and eyes closed as if in prayer. He drew a deep breath, held it, and exhaled slowly.

Patience, he told himself.

Delores walked up the corridor and smiled at the boy. She glanced inside Elizabeth’s room and saw the twins praying over the woman.

What lovely children, she thought.

She adjusted Billy’s cap and returned to her desk. She finished forms and answered emails for thirty minutes, and then heard Gloria say hello. Billy watched the two women chat as they transferred floor responsibility. Delores said goodnight and threw a wave at Billy, who waved back.

In the room behind him, Billy heard his mother softly groan.

His big feet slapped the floor as he ran to her side. The twins looked exhausted:

Bast had bloodshot eyes and Bin looked pale.

Billy scanned his mother’s monitors and her numbers were improved. Afraid to hope, he asked what happened.

Bin replied. “The loss of her husband and other children, combined with the fear of keeping you safe, proved a greater burden than she could bear. Even a mother’s love has limits. I helped her let go of the catastrophe and release her despair. Bast repaired the damage already done. She’ll remain unconscious for a long time, but she’ll grow stronger each week.” He sank into a chair. “Now, my sister and I need food and rest.”

It was too much to believe. After so much time, this battle was over. Billy hugged Bast and then ran around the bed and hugged Bin, his mind scarcely able to accept his mother was safe. He looked forward to nursing her back to full health. Already her cheeks were flushed, her breathing deeper and stronger.

He pulled his paper cap off. He shook himself and faced his friends. They sat waiting for him to work through the emotions they saw raging. He leaned onto the bed and kissed Elizabeth’s cheek and told her to sleep.

“Let’s grab Kalum and get out of here,” he said.

They found the old librarian surrounded by magazines and newspapers spread out on the waiting room floor.

“I told you to wait in the restroom,” Billy said.
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“Yes. I grew bored. I wandered in here and made the most amazing discovery; tiny paintings combined with perfect letters. Documents on dogs and gardening and home repair, all with advertisements for every product imaginable. Reading for the masses! Is everyone literate here? They must be. What an incredible societal accomplishment.”

Billy smiled and helped Kalum tidy the mess, then ushered his friends towards the exit. The storm had broken but a light rain continued and the streets were drenched. New Yorkers scurried about their business but Billy floated down the sidewalk, a permanent grin on his face. He stopped at a street vendor and bought them each a hotdog and large soda. He wanted to run, to race down the street and scream with joy. He dropped his backpack on the wet concrete and withdrew the Codex Harmonus and the Codex Continuum, which he handed to Kalum, who hugged them under each arm.

“I cannot thank you enough,” the boy said to all three. “Ever. Ever. You saved my mother. I feel reborn.”

Bast bit into her hotdog. Her eyes grew big and she laughed around a mouthful. “This is so good,” she enthused. “I need another, please.”

Bin watched his sister eat for a moment and then bit into his dog. His face lit with delight. “Another for me, too, please.”

Billy ordered more hotdogs.

“Is there someplace we can sit and eat?” Kalum asked. “Someplace away from this mass of people?”

“Of course. I’ll take you to a park nearby.”

As they walked through the city, his friends returned to their inspection of everything around them. Billy knew Kalum committed every detail to memory. Bike messengers and taxis and cars and delivery trucks and limousines and streetlights and skyscrapers and every race of person rushing by. The ultimate tourists, Kalum and the twins absorbed everything. Billy led them to Central Park, coming to rest atop Umpire Rock. He watched them devour their third hotdog apiece.

When Bin finished, he wiped his hand on his breeches. “I have a question,” he said. “From what I’ve heard, High Mage Haylan Pil sent all three Codices far away.”

“Right,” Kalum answered.

“How were they supposed to come back?”

“Each volume contains an incantation which triggers their return.” “For anyone to read?”

“Not anyone but not necessarily a mage, either. Only someone with the gift would return with the Codices to EmberEarth. Haylan knew someday someone with the talent would find them. One brilliant soul would figure things out and bring the Books home. This person would arrive on EmberEarth with all three books and the instructions to smash the Phial. Magic would be set free and EmberEarth would already have her first fledgling mage.”

“You read the passage and sent us here,” Bin said.

“Yes. I have some skill. If we are successful I may become a wizard, but perhaps not. I am old.”

“Haylan left the Book’s return to chance?” Bast asked. “Trusting.”

“Indeed. I’ve read the letters and diaries of every member on the High Council. They believed firmly that humankind is good.”
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“Wipe out everything,” Bin said. “Destroy good and evil magic simultaneously, believing that good magic will rise again.”

“Yes. Rumors say Haylan was given to visions. Perhaps he saw something.” Each of them silently considered the merits of such a plan.

“Right now Haylan and the High Council don’t seem that smart to me,” Bin said.

Bast finished her fourth dog.  “Billy found the book and traveled to EmberEarth.

Does that mean Pitter-Patter has the gift for magic?”

Kalum looked at the boy. “Indeed he does. I suspect, by all I’ve read on the subject, had he remained on our world and we proved successful in releasing magic, Billy would have grown into a wizard.”

Bast and Bin looked at Billy too.

“I guess we’ll never know,” Billy murmured.

For hours, they sat and talked about the adventures they’d shared, their sadness at Sebastian’s death and the pain of Raga’s departure. They speculated about the coming struggles and where or what the Phial might be.

From there the conversation moved to New York city. All three had questions about Billy’s world and each answer he provided led to more questions. Each was reluctant to end their time together and the longer they talked, the more Billy realized how deeply his feelings for them ran. This was his family. These were his brothers and sisters. Could he allow them to launch the fight without him?

He watched Bast devour her fifth hotdog, delighted by the scrumptious treat. Bin laughed at something Kalum said and Bast joined in around a mouthful of food.

His heart ached to imagine them in a fight for their lives.

No. No way.

He was on his feet without realizing he’d stood.

Tomorrow, he thought, my mother will sleep all day and I return to school and in some distant and magical place, everyone else I care for will begin a struggle for survival. How does homework compare to that? How can I care about grades or making friends or a million other everyday things knowing that?

His hands curled into fists.

I must help. I must help them win. Bloodletters will turn EmberEarth into Hell. He glanced around the park, wondering how many hours he’d spent here. The

trees he’d climbed, the baseball field where he’d played.

But if we lose, if I go back and we lose, I die, and my mother never sees her only surviving child again. They’ll tell her how I arrived with friends who prayed and afterward she got better, but she’ll never see me again. My mother will live her final years alone. Losing me too will kill her.

Billy walked away from the group to collect his thoughts. Bin started to say something but Bast put a hand on his arm.

“Let him go,” she whispered. “I saw his face.”

Billy began walking. Children ran through puddles left from the storm. An old man walked an old Australian Silky Terrier. A couple in their early twenties argued. He noticed none of it.

If I don’t help, I’ll live consumed by guilt. I’ll wonder what happened to them for the rest of my life. But if I go back, what will I contribute? If Kalum is right, if we free magic, I’ll be able to use it. I’ll be a sorcerer, a wizard, a warlock.
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He stopped and stared at the wet ground.

A warlock.

The word rang in his skull.

A warlock.

A vague sense of familiarity settled on him. A fleeting glimpse of possible futures teased his memory.

I’ve been called that before, he thought. Or am I remembering that I’ll be called that someday?

He shook his head and began walking again, fast, heart pounding. His path took him around the grassy field and back to his friends. He jumped from boulder to boulder until he stood before Kalum.

“If I come back and help you fight,” he said. “When we’ve won, will you promise to send me to this rock at this moment?”

Bast yelped with delight.

“Absolutely,” said Kalum, beaming.

Billy turned to the twins. “I love you. I want to help you save your world.”

He turned to Kalum. “You’re the family I never had, and someone has to keep Gouge out of trouble.”

“This fight will be perilous,” Bin warned.

“I cannot let you face that danger without me.” Bast ran and hugged him.

Kalum withdrew the Infinitum from his backpack and opened to page one. “Hang on a minute,” Billy said. “Before we go, there’s a drugstore in the lobby of

the Marriot. This time I want to bring proper supplies.”


Chapter 43

Gouge, Ollie, and Cinder knew Kalum was reading by the sudden storm clouds gathering over SeaEnd. They’d left the library to stretch their legs and get fresh air but the flashes of lightning told them Kalum and the twins would appear soon.

“Let’s get to the room,” Gouge said to Ollie. The old man nodded. The wind began to whip dust around.

“No sign of Bloodletters,” Ollie said. “Maybe they gave up?” Gouge laughed. “No, they just got better at hiding.”

They hurried through the library and were a few feet from the door when bright light flashed at the bottom and the building rumbled. Gouge jerked the door open expecting three but saw four. A grin split his face.

“I like our odds better now.”

Billy was standing but the others were dazed. Cinder leaped at Bast to lick her face and Ollie helped Kalum stand. Gouge lifted Bin while grinning at Billy and then began firing one question after another. An hour later he and Ollie knew everything about their trip, Billy’s mother, and New York.


Chapter 44

150


Kalum remained at the library to finish his duties while Ollie and Billy examined the Codices. The others grew bored and retired to their room at the inn. Beyond the opening incantation, the language of the Books proved too complex. Kalum rejoined them later and even he could understand but a little.

“The language reminds me of Te’ke’lar,” Kalum said. “Already ancient by Haylan’s time, utterly forgotten now. I suspect the High Council used the prehistoric tongue, but then wrote in code as well.”

“When one lays bare the bones of creation,” Ollie added. “Secrecy is vital.” “The books are written the only way they could be,” Kalum said. “That archaic

tongue lends itself to magic. Perhaps man’s first tongue was magic.”

Billy poured over the confusing pages. “Teach me what you know,” he said.

“Me also,” said Ollie.

They packed their belongings and left for the inn. For three days Billy proved a bright student and made slow but steady progress. Ollie struggled mightily. They barely ate or slept and bathed only because Bast finally insisted.

“We should set aside the Codex for now and focus our attention on finding the Phial,” Billy said. “The Books of Power will take years to understand.”

“I agree,” Ollie said.

“I agree also,” Kalum said. “But will devote a sliver of time daily to the Codex. I find them fascinating and cannot simply abandon them.”

“Let’s inform the others,” Billy said. “We have the world’s greatest repository of knowledge waiting for us. Surely we will find something. A letter or journal or notebook sits waiting, one tiny clue hidden within. That clue will lead us to another and understanding will grow.”

They invited the party to help in the search but after a day they withdrew. Bin threw himself into the Akitu, spending all day in solitude and prayer. Bast took Cinder out to run and hunt. Gouge sat in the common room, eating.

After a week in such cramped quarters, Billy wandered the town to clear his head and get some fresh air. He sold his extra weapons to the smith and had the ring of ruby and sapphire appraised. When the gaunt merchant offered him five hundred gold, he was shocked.

“Why?”

“Ancient trinket, my little Lord,” the tall man said. “Rings like this were once highly sought. Most carried a magical ability of some kind before the Rending. This one may still. May I ask where you acquired the piece?”

“Family heirloom.”

“Yes, well, pity we cannot know more.”

For an instant, Billy imagined this ring was the Phial. He had to laugh. That would be too coincidental, he mused. I’ve had my share of fortunate

circumstances, but that would be too much.

“I’ll keep it. Thanks.”

He slipped the ring on the middle finger of his right hand.

It does suggest a thought, however, he realized. Easy to carry, hides in plain sight, contains a precious stone. The Phial could be jewelry.

Back at the room, he shared his idea. The next day Ollie began the study of historical necklaces, Billy, ancient rings. He’d been buried for hours when he finally
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noticed an elderly woman dressed in a cheap linen dress and simple leather shoes hovering around and asked Ollie about her.

“That’s Sala,” he replied. “She helps Kalum and the other sages at the library. She’s been there forever. I mentioned to my brother that we get so absorbed we neglect ourselves and he asked her to take care of us. She’s been here for three days, lad.”

“Truly?”

“Yes. You didn’t notice?”

“No, sadly.”

“I’ve spoken to her and she’s lovely. You should say hello.”

Billy rose from the table and introduced himself. Sala said if he needed anything, he had but to ask.

“You’re a bit young for a sage but Kalum swears by you, and that’s good enough for me. Old Sala is glad to help.”


Chapter 45

The thick and cloying stench of decay hung in the air like fog. Buried beneath miles of rotted matter, Vulgut basted in decaying corruption and fetid pestilence and dreamed of a mountain of rancid meat. Saliva oozed and dripped between slack lips and the foul earth gave way, retreating before his acrid drip. His massive jaw clenched and the moldy slime shuddered in every direction.

Soft bubbles of methane and hydrogen sulfide popped and formed faint and distant words, calling his name from far away.


Chapter 46

“I have something,” Kalum said, throwing the door to the common room wide. The party had moved to nicer quarters, each with their own room and bed. Kalum still had his quarters at the library, but he spent his time here at the Traveler’s Rest.

He, Billy, and Ollie had searched the library daily seeking any hint of the Phial and they’d uncovered a few vague references that bore investigation. Gouge now scoured the city for traveling supplies. The party would explore possible sites near SeaEnd while Ollie and Kalum remained in town, continuing the hunt. When they exhausted the list of neighboring possibilities, they would widen the search.

“Haylan didn’t throw the Phial into an ocean,” Ollie had said. “He and the High Council wanted the Codices safe. They knew someday EmberEarth would need magic again.”

Kalum had studied every letter attributed to Haylan. Ollie investigated stories of odd crystals or jewelry. Billy focused on the other two mages that made up the High Council; Alvert Binson and Philius Meade.

A few days ago, Gouge mentioned he saw a Bloodletter but the Gray Robe did not see him. He followed the man for a while but lost him “One Bloodletter in a city of this size is nothing to worry about,” he’d said.

Billy cleared a space at the table for Kalum and the linguist dropped his notepad on the ale stained wood. Ollie, Bin, and Bast leaned forward.

“What do you have?” Billy asked.
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“Head for Lowman’s Cut,” Kalum said, opening his notebook. “Follow the eastern

spine of the Razorbacks. I sketched a map for you. Stick to the trail until this point and

then aim northwest along the spine. You’ll see the landmarks I added. About two

hundred years ago a man named Ridley and his band of mercenaries went to eliminate

a pair of stone trolls who were robbing stagecoaches. The king had offered a reward

and Ridley planned on collecting. But the king didn’t care about protecting

stagecoaches. The king’s true reason was an item the trolls had unknowingly acquired

via their thieving. Hidden in a secret compartment was an item of incredible value.

Research says we’re looking for a silver necklace adorned with a diamond that’s around

a thousand years old.”

“That fits,” Billy said.

“Indeed.” Kalum scanned the common room, wary of eavesdroppers. “Here’s another thing,” he said. While Gouge is a fine swordsman, I suspected we may need another for this little venture so I hired a city guardsman named Tellin Mack. I’ve known him for years and he is utterly trustworthy. More importantly, I’ve seen him in a fight and he’s good.”

“We can use the help. Let’s have him spar with Gouge so they know how to fight together, should the need arise.”

They spent the remainder of the evening comparing notes and exchanging ideas where or what the Phial might be.

They left the city the next morning before dawn. Tellin proved better than Gouge with a sword and far better with a bow, although he could not match Gouge’s speed. Billy guessed the warrior to be in his late teens or early twenties, which made him a few years older than Gouge.

The two warriors took the lead and Billy mentioned how they looked like brothers. “Gouge has put on muscle,” Bast said. “He eats constantly. His shoulders have

broadened, his voice deepened, and I noticed the beginnings of a scruffy beard.” Billy lifted his shirt to look at his own stomach. Gone was the baby fat and soft,

smooth skin. Miles and miles on the trail had toughened and strengthened him, too.

Bast and Bin looked a little heavier, Billy decided. They certainly wore nicer clothing.

The party hiked until dusk. Gouge found an old campsite at the foot of a ruined castle and they made good use of it. Cinder woke them in the middle of the night, growling, on her feet and staring into the darkness, but nothing happened and when she lay to sleep so did they.

They followed the map Kalum prepared and days later left the trail where he indicated. They moved over slow rolling foothills covered with short grass and large boulders. To the far northwest sharp mountains scraped the sky, many of them snowcapped.

“What range is that?” Billy asked.

“Razorback Ridge,” Tellin answered.

Bin kept his nose buried in the Akitu, as he had since Sebastian passed, and one night around the fire he approached the group with a small stone resting on an open palm. Tears wet his cheeks. Bast was on her feet in an instant but he calmed her.

“God is good,” he said, his face full of joy.

He began a prayer and repeated the chant without stopping. Soon the stone began to glow faintly yellow. He continued his recitation and the glow became a shine
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and dim sunlight filled their small campsite. He placed the stone on his sister’s palm and backed a few steps away and watched with the others as the pale light glittered for several minutes before fading. They looked at him with marvel.

“Glory to Ashur,” he said. “God is good.”

“What was that, brother?” Bast asked.

“I’ve learned to call the light of day,” he said. “For only a short time now but with practice the light will burn brighter and last longer.”

Bast hugged her brother fiercely.

Four days later they’d been hiking all morning when Tellin lifted a hand for silence and fell into a crouch. The others did too.

“Voices,” he muttered “Three or four. Next hill over.” “Let’s avoid them,” Billy cautioned.

Bast nodded.

“We should get a look,” Gouge said. “At least know what’s behind us.”

Tellin pointed to a nearby cluster of large rocks. “We can view them from there without being seen.”

The party watched as the two young men maneuvered through the small basin until lying on their stomachs to peer over the hill. After a few minutes, the boys withdrew and made haste to return.

“Grumen,” Tellin said. “Three of them.”

He received blank stares from everyone.

“Half-goat, half-human. Bad tempered and violent. I’m shocked they are this close to SeaEnd.”

Gouge spoke. “From the tracks, I’d say we head in the same direction. We should wait a few days to allow them to get ahead of us.”

Tellin said: “Too risky. If the wind shifts, they’ll smell us.”

“Will they attack, Tellin? We outnumber them and we have Cinder.” “Hard to say. At least they have no armor.” “Are you thinking about fighting them?”

“No, but I want to be ready. We’ve wandered too close already.”

The wind stayed true and before long the grumen broke camp and headed northwest along the ridge. The party waited half a day to and then set out, slowing their pace to match the grumen. They followed for two days as the hills grew increasingly steeper. Gouge stopped the party to examine the tracks.

“Damn. Somewhere three became two. One may have hid and waited for us to pass. Now he’s behind us. We should assume they know we’re here. Tellin, I’ll take a tail position. You lead.”

The party moved. With Gouge behind him now, Billy felt safer.

“I’m surprised you lost that Bloodletter in town,” Billy said. “That’s a rare mistake for you.”

Gouge chuckled. “I didn’t lose him. I waited until he left the street for an alley and then slipped up behind and ran him through.”

“What?” Billy exclaimed.

“I couldn’t take the chance he’d seen me. I robbed him to make it look random.” “Gouge, you can’t do that.”

“Sure I can. He’s vile. We’re better off with him dead.”

154


“I’m not talking about killing a Bloodletter. I’m talking about feeding the party false information. Why lie?”

“Because you guys always tell me to back off. I say we are safer with him dead. He can’t spy on us anymore. He can’t attack us anymore. His threat is gone. More importantly, if he was reporting to someone higher, his reports suddenly stopped and now they must find out what happened to him and replace him with another. This buys us time. I’ll happily kill every Bloodletter I see.”

Billy stopped and stared at Gouge. “I’ve come to accept the killing. I understand the necessity. But I’m talking about lying to our face and omitting the truth is the same as a lie. I would never do that to you, Gouge. None of us would.”

Gouge stopped too. He studied his friend. “You’re right, Pitter-Patter. I’m sorry. I should have told you. I won’t ask for permission, but I won’t hide anything again.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

They started walking again. Gouge pointed to the black and silver dagger Billy wore on his hip. “You know someday I must teach you how to use that.”

Billy waved him off. “No thanks. I might start to think I know what I’m doing and try to use the thing.”

Gouge slipped an arm around the boy’s shoulders. “All right then, little brother, I’ll handle the sword fighting. You kill the books.”

They hurried to join the others but stopped abruptly. Along the crest of the next hill rose grumen faces; flat nostrils and narrow ears, pointed chins. Older males had small horns protruding from their foreheads, curling backward. Wide-set eyes watched the party.

Cinder looked surprised and then lost her mind, barking and growling with intense hatred. A grumen leader yammered a command and they came over the rise a hundred strong.

Billy’s stomach dropped. They had no chance. Tellin and Bin dropped back and Bast ordered Cinder to heel, which the animal clearly did not want to do. Fangs bared and coat standing on end, Cinder wanted to throw herself into a glorious fight against natural enemies. Only the iron in Bast’s command kept her grounded, whimpering with desire for battle.

The party shrank into a smaller circle as the grumen spread out and encircled them. Billy noted each of the monsters bore decorative scarring on the right shoulder, a series of angled slashes, and none wore armor. Each carried an especially short sword with a hooked pommel.

When the circle was complete, the party waited but nothing happened. Soon the grumen spoke to each other with angry grunts and squeals. Even without speaking grumen, Billy knew they argued. Three fought for control of the horde and finally an agreement was reached. The circle of grumen parted on the north side while at the same time the south end began advancing.

“What do they want?” Bast asked.

“For us to head north,” Billy responded.

The party found themselves in a horseshoe shape of steel, herded towards a snowcapped mountain on the distant horizon.

“Pitter-Patter,” Gouge rumbled. “We do not want to go with these beasts.”
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Fear not, I am with you. Dismay not, for I am your God. I strengthen you. I guide you with my righteous hand. I protect you with my innocent fist.

— The Akitu, “Reflections of a Mirror Sea”
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Wyrms Arise


Chapter 47

The tiny voice was far removed. In his fitful slumber, Dedathu strained to hear.

Great yellow eyes, weary from pain, opened to slits.

The instruments of suffering kept him immobile, as they had for centuries, but a weak flicker of hope flared within his ravenous heart. A distant and familiar voice offered the sweet promise of murder.

But to shed the armor of despair was foolish. Better to leave hope dead.

But he could not.


Chapter 48

Cinder would not back down.

The party had been driven for days across the foothills until they reached a steep escarpment bordering a wide and deep river fifty feet below. From there they were pushed directly north, following the river upstream.

They passed ruins of an enormous circular temple, surrounded by hundreds of life-sized statues, male, and dressed in flowing robes. With eyes raised heavenward, each appeared to appeal for calm. Four archways led inside the open structure but Billy knew there’d be no exploration.

The grumen argued constantly and the horde had changed direction twice. The snowcapped peak filled the horizon and Billy estimated they’d reach the mountain in one or two days.

The smell of the goat men drove Cinder into a rage of protective motherly instinct. The grumen feared her, giving the deadly wolf a wide berth, too frightened to attempt killing the animal. Bast doubted she could control Cinder much longer. The horde stopped briefly for water but Bast knew they would march again soon. The risk was too great. She led the huge black wolf a few steps away and held her chin in hand, peering into intense yellow eyes, trying again to reach her.

“Stop,” she pleaded. “I need you.”

The wolf struggled to obey, whimpering and champing.

Only a few grumen wielded spears but Bast feared the worst. Eventually she knew they’d throw them and hope for the best. She backed Cinder closer to the cliff and a grumen growled a warning at her.

“I’m trying to calm her!” Bast shouted.

She pet the beast’s head and rubbed her ears. She hugged the animal fiercely, pretending to weep tears of frustration. When Bast had Cinder exactly where she wanted, she squeezed tightly.

“Trust me, girl,” she whispered.
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The massive creature seemed to weigh a ton but Bast hurled them both over the cliff with all the strength of her legs.

Billy and a few Grumen saw what happened and ran to the cliff. The grumen met him there with swords drawn, should he have the same idea of escape, but to Billy the drop to the water was much too far.

The grumen were relieved to see the wolf gone. The banks of the river were lined with reeds and Billy fervently scanned for any sign they’d survived but saw nothing. The grumen advanced, angry and threatening, and Billy understood. He looked one last time, heartbreaking, but saw no sign of Bast or Cinder. When he took too long a grumen slapped his shoulder with the flat of his blade and barked at him. He ignored the brute and the goat warrior jabbed him in the back. He spun to face his assailant, furious with grief, and the creature raised his sword to strike.

“Hey!” Gouge shouted. “Come on, Pitter-Patter. Be smart.” “But Bast jumped!”

“What can you do?” Gouge yelled. “Maybe she’s hiding and wants us to leave. There’s nothing you can do against these grumen.”

Billy begrudgingly moved on. He reached behind and came away with blood, starkly aware they were now without their healer. When he caught the group, he shared the thought. He thought Bin’s reaction to the loss of his sister surprisingly muted. Bin muttered a constant prayer and hiked with eyes downcast.

The throng continued north, following the river. The foothills gave way to highlands and they gained elevation with each mile. Smooth rocks became jagged and the shattered pieces of stone lay covered by moss. Near sunset, they passed a massive mound. Billy thought the structure natural until they drew close. Billy noted the construction looked incredibly old.

An hour later someone ordered a halt and after much grunting and squealing, the group split in two, one headed west and the other, including prisoners, north.

Soon they reached a towering mountain and as they circled the base, they saw the serrated arms of this range running far to the southwest and southeast. Ahead Billy saw the mountain they headed for; a meeting point of three ranges. As the sun set and darkness closed in, Billy and the others were led through an enormous cave mouth. They followed a wide tunnel until the passage opened into a vast cavern. A large grumen village filled the floor of the cave.

“There must be a thousand of them,” Gouge said. “Adults and children. I’ve never seen a grumen child. Ugly little runts.”

The party was taken to a stockade of heavy logs, three sides and a roof, built into a corner of the cave. A handful of dirty humans were already held there. Once forced inside, the gate was locked behind the party. The grumen left.

“We still have arms and armor,” said Tellin, disbelievingly. “They neither searched us nor removed anything. Can they be this stupid?”

Gouge and Billy looked at each other confused.

Bin moved to the other prisoners to check on their welfare.

“Are grumen that foolish?” Billy asked. “Or arrogant?”

The boys joined Bin and found an old man and woman plus a family of four; husband, wife, son and daughter. In the corner was a water barrel fed from snow melt above. The old man and woman had been captured separately and did not know each
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other. The family had been driving their wagon south from Brunt and passing through Lowman’s Cut when twenty grumen attacked. The goat men stole the contents of the wagon but left the individuals with their personal belongings.

“They left me with this,” the husband said, showing Gouge a dagger.

As Billy checked the cage which held them, the old man approached. He’d been a gambler in Headwater and left when his luck went bad. The grumen caught him as he made his way to Lakeside, south of Chillcup, an icy lake near the southern end of the Razorback Ridges.

“They captured us from all over,” Tellin said. “Grumen cover a wide region.” “These grumen do,” the old man said. “Most are intensely territorial, rarely

venturing outside a small area. I’ve never heard of nomadic grumen.” Billy saw the man still wore a wedding ring.

“You’re married?” Billy motioned towards the ring.

“Widower.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Fifty wonderful years. Only complaint is that it ended.”

A rising apprehension filled Billy’s stomach. He excused himself to huddle with Gouge and Tellin.

“Makes no sense,” he murmured. He looked at the prisoners. “They wear gold jewelry. They still have weapons. I don’t care how dumb you are, you’ll at least steal a ring of gold. Something’s wrong here.”

He watched the grumen through the bars of their cage, noting the occasional nervous glances. Understanding blossomed.

“We need to get out of here,” Billy said. “Now.” “What’s wrong?” Gouge asked.

Billy waved vaguely at everyone. “We weren’t searched. Nothing was taken, not even jewelry. We were collected and brought here intact.”

“So?”

“Someone instructed them to leave our items with us, someone they fear more than they covet gold. They’re holding us for someone and based on their rising apprehension, I’d say that someone is here.”

“Bloodletters?”

“Bloodletters. They paid the grumen to sweep the highlands and grasslands for everyone they could find and bring them here. I’ll bet SeaEnd is surrounded by search parties looking for us. I’m certain Bloodletters on their way right now. They wanted us unsearched because they want the Book.”

“They worried the grumen would burn it,” Bin offered.

“How do we get out?” Gouge asked. “Look how many there are. I have twenty-five arrows and I’m inside a cage.”

Gouge looked to Tellin for ideas. Billy tested the floor with the toe of his boot but found bedrock. He scratched at the cave wall where the bars attached but found them set deep into the stone. He casually moved to the gate and examined the lock, finding the mechanism crude and rusty.

“This might work,” he said. “No doubt the grumen strip prisoners before throwing them in here. This lock can be picked easily.”

He opened his backpack and fished out his screwdriver. “Keep a lookout for me.”
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He reached to the front of the lock and inserted the screwdriver. Carefully, he twice tried to lift something inside. On his third attempt, the lock clicked and popped open. Billy quickly snapped the device shut again.

“What are you doing?” Gouge asked. “Let’s go.”

“No,” Billy said. “The whole community is awake. We wouldn’t make twenty feet. Let’s wait until they sleep. We’ll just have to take the chance. We know we can leave whenever we want.”

“And go where?” Tellin asked.

“I don’t know,” Billy answered. “I don’t even know where we are. Once outside we can find a place to hide or a cave to defend. I just know we do not want to be trapped in this cage when the Bloodletters get here.”


Chapter 49

Chancellor Molech Vilimaz paced his bedroom, tired of waiting. Supreme Judge Sarden Kahlar had outwitted death so often most Initiates believed him immortal. Molech knew he was not. He’d seen the Bloodletter defeated, clinging to life.

I’d have had you at the battle of Kendall’s Rut if not for that idiot Jameson, offering you his red drip in exchange for life everlasting. I saw the lies in your eyes, old trickster. How did Jameson miss them? You drained him of every drop and survived the night. They spoke of your divine rebirth but I knew. I knew you’d emptied him and then torched his husk.

Molech had read in the histories of other defeats, other brushes with death. Sarden always found a way. As his reputation grew so too the willingness of other Initiates to sacrifice themselves to aid him. Sarden was the teacher. Sarden provided the path. Mystical might flowed from Sarden Kahlar, Supreme Judge. His promises of power beyond the grave fooled them.

But not me. I know your secret. I’ve seen the Wyrm.

Eight years ago, lost in the intoxicating dreams of the Spotted Catasetum orchid, Molech had a transcendent vision. He saw the catacombs. He saw the stairs. He saw the ancient red.

You are not the Master Wizard you would have us believe. You are a common thief. You’re clever, but our Order deserves a true leader, a visionary.

Our Order deserves me.

Molech saw himself accepting the Ring of the Order, thanking those of lower station who must now grovel before him.

I will bring us great wealth and influence. We are strong. No reason for us to hide in the shadows anymore. I will announce to the world we are here and we are many.

Grand visions swam in his mind. He saw himself standing on huge marble steps, arms raised in victory. Below, the mass of soldiers cheered wildly.

Yes. An army. Warriors to carry out my will, the will of the Bloodletter nation. I will lead the Initiates out of hiding. The world will watch in awe as I carve an empire from the wilderness.

Molech sat on his simple bed, placed his feet on the cold stone floor. He faced the mirror, examining his tall gaunt frame, noting the ravages of Golgoth and his own addiction to Catasetum.
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That damned purple flower. Sarden must teach me the ritual to extend my life as he has his own. The Order grows impatient. How much longer must we remain hidden? We are strong enough to rule. I will lead us into the brilliant red light.


Chapter 50

Bast hit the water hard, her one hand twisted tightly in Cinder’s coat. The wolf struggled for the surface as the girl kicked furiously for the reeds. Those above were unlikely to throw the only spear they had, but no reason to take the chance.

Cinder proved too strong and they broke the surface too soon but luck favored them; the reeds were thick here. They were hidden from those above. She soothed the anxious beast and moved deeper amongst the stalks. Soft mud oozed around her boots as she reached the bank. Once Cinder had firm footing, she calmed. Bast took her chin, gazed into her eyes.

“Stay.”

Cinder recognized the word and allowed Bast to concealed them both amongst the plants and muddy water. The girl stroked Cinder’s head and rubbed her ears.

Much later they reentered the river and swam for the far shore. The bank was lower here and not as steep. The river carried them far downstream, away from the awful goat men, until Bast found a place to crawl ashore. She squeezed water from her long blonde hair as Cinder shook her coat dry. She wrung the water from her clothing and emptied her boots.

When finished, Bast set off at a jog. They ran until enough distance lay between her and the grumen. Those monsters were unlikely to follow but she wanted to be sure. She scanned her backtrail and then knelt.

“Hunt,” she told the wolf, and off the great beast raced.

Bast emptied her canvas knapsack, relieved to see most items survived. Cinder returned with a prairie dog between her jaws and Bast lit a fire.

Bellies full, Bast considered her options.

“We have to go back, girl,” she told the wolf. Cinder focused on every word the girl spoke. “We have to be smart, wait for our moment, sneak in and free them. No one can help us. We must go back, watch, and wait. We’ll need some luck, that’s for sure.”


Chapter 51

The grumen village never truly went to sleep. When most grumen returned to their huts and were in for the night, Billy gathered everyone together. His plan was simple; pop the lock, open the gate, race up the tunnel, defeat any guards.

“The rest of you will be able to run,” the husband said. “I have kids. They’ll slow me and the wife and we’ll be recaptured. We might as well stay in the cage, talk to these Bloodletters. They have no problem with me.”

“No,” Billy said. “They'll knife you to simplify things. I’ve faced these vile men many times.”

“I can’t risk my family.”
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“What are you going to do?” Gouge interrupted. “You think you can stay here? If the Bloodletters have no use for you, then the grumen will cook and eat you. That’s what they do with captives.”

"Don't leave us," the wife said.

“We can draw them after us,” Gouge suggested. “You go one direction while we provoke the horn heads to follow us.”

The old man stepped forward. “Grumen hate water,” he said. “If we get to the river, we have a chance of survival. They won’t follow us into the water.”

“Good to know,” Billy said. “Yes, you folks get to the river as fast as you can. We’ll draw them after us. Good luck.”

“You too.”

Billy jammed his screwdriver and popped the lock. The village was quiet with most fires banked for the night. The party moved from shadow to shadow, inching towards the exit.

“They posted no guards,” Gouge said, dumbfounded. “Unbelievable.” Everyone took time for a brief hug and quickly whispered well wishes. Billy and

his friends watched the others disappear into the night, headed towards the river.

“Should I go back inside and tell the grumen we’ve escaped?” Gouge said.

Billy scoffed and Tellin grinned. The boy opened his mouth to reply but an angry howl from inside the cave cut him off.

“Now they know,” he said.

“How fast should we run?” Bin asked.

“Depends on them,” Billy said. “Fast enough to stay ahead.”

The half-moon had risen and, as predicted, when the horde poured out of the cavern mouth they scattered in every direction, sniffing the ground and searching for tracks. Billy and his companions made their trail obvious and heard excited grunts far behind. Billy and Bin hid atop some large boulders, Gouge and Tellin took defensive positions at the base, arrows nocked. All four watched their backtrail. Long, tense moments passed.

“Did we lose them?” Tellin asked.

“No,” Gouge said. “I hear them coming. They advance cautiously.”

In the dim distance, four grumen stepped around a tumble of boulders, led by a heavyset Gray Robe.

“Bloodletter,” Gouge hissed, and four boys shrank into their positions. Tellin raised his arrow. Bin murmured a prayer. As soon as the bowstring twanged, the boys shifted positions, scrambling over rocks, moving higher. When next they settled, Tellin saw his arrow pierced the Bloodletter’s left bicep.

“Nice shot,” Gouge said.

“I aimed for his throat,” Tellin admitted. “The breeze is stronger above us.”

The battle mage broke the shaft, leaving the arrowhead buried. He dabbed blood from the dripping wound which he smeared around his hands. He chanted, extending his arms. Twin beams of searing green light hit the rocks the boys had just abandoned, spraying chips of stone in all directions. The beams chewed the face of the boulder, knocking off chunks as they climbed. The four boys dropped behind a boulder to hide.

Excited grunts sounded from the trail.

“Time to move again,” Billy said, drawing his legs under him.
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Gouge put a hand on Billy’s shoulder. “Tellin and I will deal with the Gray Robe. Make the grumen chase you and lead them in a long circle back here. We should be finished with the Bloodletter by then.”

“You sure we can take a Bloodletter?” Tellin asked.

“No. You have a better plan?”

Tellin shrugged.

“Without Bast we have no healing,” Billy cautioned. “Take no chances.”

All four shook hands. Bin and Billy hit the trail at a slow jog, dragging their feet and making noise. The grumen howled and came running in pursuit.

Gouge and Tellin heard the plump Gray Robe curse the grumen, ordering them to wait. He came puffing up the trail, bleeding from the arrowhead plus several self-inflicted Suffer wounds. He held an ornate Letting dagger in one hand and a glowing emerald in the other. They let him get one step behind them and then struck, Tellin swinging his broadsword and Gouge the light but the razorsharp blade of basalt he’d found on the WitchSea.


Chapter 52

Even in the dark, Bast easily found the mangled tracks left by the horde and followed them to the cave entrance. Cinder sniffed the air frequently, whimpering with excitement. Bast scouted a large circle around the mountain and then found a hiding place facing the cavern mouth. She’d been watching a long time when about a dozen humans ran from the entrance and split into two groups, one headed for the river and the other farther into the mountains. Cinder gave a small woof.

“Are those our friends?” Bast wondered.

Across the distance, she heard her brother ask how fast they should run. She controlled her impulse to call out and instead began the descent. Soon the cave erupted with angry grumen. Bast grabbed Cinder’s snout and pulled her between boulders.

“Not yet, girl.” She said, struggling to hold the squirming wolf.

Leading the grumen was a fat Gray Robe, shouting orders which everyone ignored. She watched the horde separate and race into the night. Only four grumen remained with the Bloodletter. The man drew his dagger and sliced his forearm, chanting as he held a large green gem aloft. Billy and the other’s footprints glowed an emerald green.

“Sorcery,” she whispered.

The gang cautiously followed. Bast waited for them to pass and then slid from hiding. She set off at a jog to intercept the boys. After crouching for so long, running felt good. Cinder agreed and they kept a rapid pace. When she topped the last rise, in the moonlight she saw Billy and her brother jogging ahead of four grumen. Cinder saw them too and whimpered. She held the beast’s face, stared into excited yellow eyes.

“Now,” she rasped, her voice thick with emotion. “Rip them to shreds.”

The grumen, heard nothing. In the dark, Cinder was invisible. She smashed into the rear grumen, tearing out a hamstring before the creature knew he’d been bit. A cyclone of claw and fang, the she wolf jumped for the closest throat and jaws snapped shut. Her weight toppled the monster and she shook her head ferociously, ripping out throat and shattering spine.
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The remaining grumen turned at the sound and Billy saw his chance. He drew his anelace and charged. Bin joined him. The grumen swung an overhead blow at the boy and Cinder clamped her jaws on his elbow when he missed. Billy stabbed the grumen between the shoulder blades and Bin buried his weapon in the creature’s armpit.

The final grumen backed away from the three. Cinder crept forward, teeth bared and dripping red. The grumen charged, swinging wildly and gashing the wolf across the shoulder. Cinder sank fangs into his arm, her weight carrying the monster to the ground. Before the grumen could regain his balance, Cinder shifted her bite to the creature’s throat, cutting off air and blood. The wolf’s tremendous strength ended the grumen quickly. Bin hugged his sister. Cinder, ears back and tail down, bolted up the trail.

“No time!” Billy said, running back to Gouge and Tellin.
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My first encounter with the Faelum unnerved me. I’d wandered the labyrinth known as HollowMound for weeks, seeking conclusive evidence of either the Faelum’s existence or demise, and stumbled upon a war party on a raid. The Faelum are not merely sightless; skin has grown to cover their useless sockets, yet never did I witness a single misstep in that dim underworld. They speak in octaves too high for my ears and sense their surroundings in tones higher still.

The war party accepted me without incident, shuffling me to the rear guard before launching their attack. The fight left me stunned, speechless. Flawlessly smooth to the point of seeming rehearsed, I later came to understand. The ring of colliding basalt weapons, the vibrations of swords passing through air, gravel crunching under feet, air whistling from lungs, even the grunts and groans of exertion, combined to paint the combatants a picture richer than any our eyes could see. Their long vision suffers but in close quarters they are unparalleled, swimming through a soup of information. The faster they move, the better they see.

The battle lasted a long time, much longer than human combat, and I worried over the outcome. Eventually my new companions wore their enemies down. Tiny cuts accumulated, strength and speed ebbed.

At last, the battle ended. The war party collected spoils and prepared to move on. I learned much during the months that followed. They had remnants enough of

their former language so we could communicate, clumsy, at first, but quickly improving. They respected me because I was a guest and guests are sacred, and because by leaving the surface and entering their world I exhibited eklektos, a foundational ethos of Faelum.

I moved from tribe to tribe without incident until I explored all their underworld. Supreme in art, music, mathematics, and science, I never reconciled how a people so cultured could simultaneously be so barbaric.

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 53

A circular, translucent green shield formed in the air and deflected Tellin’s swing, but Gouge hacked deep into the Bloodletter’s thigh. The Gray Robe screamed and lifted the gem, hurling a bolt of dripping green fire which blasted Gouge in the chest, sending him sprawling. Tellin swung again and his blade slashed across ribs. The Gray Robe cried out and dropped his gem and Telling drew back for a piercing thrust.

A streak of black fur flashed by. Cinder barreled into the Bloodletter’s chest, knocking him to the ground. The man screamed as fierce yellow eyes, mere inches from his face, met his gaze before canine teeth sank into his soft throat. The man reached skyward, trying to fend off the savage fury of the Diremarsh Wolf and Tellin swung his sword in a flat arc, catching the man at the wrists, severing both hands.

Bast hurried to Gouge and found him unconscious, green smoke rising from his chest. Tellin stepped over the Bloodletter, raising his sword to deliver the death blow.

“Stop!” Billy yelled. “I need to talk to him.”

Tellin backed away but Cinder remained, easing her fangs free but looming over the helpless Gray Robe.

“Why do you hunt us?” Billy asked.

The Gray Robe suffered terrible agony.

“The Infinitum,” he growled, barely able to speak around the pain. Blood oozed from the punctures in his throat.

“You have magic already,” Billy said. “Why seek more?”

The Bloodletter coughed. “Galadath creates,” he groaned. “Golgoth consumes. Combined, we’re invincible.”

Galadath? thought Billy. I do not know that word.

“Then you run a fool’s errand,” the boy said. “More than the Books are required.” The Gray Robe laughed, winced in pain, coughed more blood.

“The Phial!” he croaked.

Bin and Bast looked dismayed. Billy went cold. Like the others, he assumed they knew something the Bloodletters did not. The battle mage coughed heavily, his eyes rolling in their sockets. Billy forced himself calm. He looked at Gouge, still unconscious. Bast shook her head sadly.

“What did you do to him?” Billy demanded.

The dying man laughed. “Durth mold. You’ll watch him die in agony.” Billy looked at Tellin for understanding.

“Poison,” the older man said. “We need a town. Fast.”

Rage blossomed in Billy, welling from the pit of his stomach; hunted for so many miles, fighting to stay alive, fighting to keep his friends alive. He bent over the Bloodletter. “Do you want to live?” he asked. The others heard iron in his voice for the first time. “We can heal you and ease your pain. Tell me what your brothers have planned.”

Bast raised her eyes in shock.

The man shook his head, coughing. “I won’t. I go to life eternal.” Billy paused a moment, lips tight with anger. He drew his dagger. “Then go,” he declared, and plunged the blade into the man’s chest. “Pitter-Patter!” Bin exclaimed.
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The Bloodletter kicked and struggled weakly and died.

Billy’s hands trembled as he withdrew his blade.

“We must hurry,” he declared. “Gouge needs us.”

Tellin eyed him suspiciously, questions behind his eyes. He gave a quick nod. Billy moved to Bast. “What’s happening?”

Bast looked haunted. “Poison. I can keep him alive.” “What’s wrong?”

She looked at the ground. “I will suffer.”

Bin spoke for her. “My sister cannot eliminate poison; she heals the damage the poison causes. Until the toxin is neutralized, both will agonize. She buys us time at great personal expense.”

Billy saw the recriminations in Bin’s eyes.

Judge me all you want, he thought. Gouge is my brother. He must live. He retrieved the large green gem and the Letting dagger. To the group, he asked, “Where is the closest town?”

Tellin answered. “Baratara, on the coast of Sealoam Sound. But you must understand, everything west of the Razorbacks is lawless and uncivilized.”

“How long, Tellin?”

“Six days. Four, with haste.”

Haste. Billy heard the effort, the superhuman struggle which would be required folded into the way Tellin said the word.

Bast looked terrified. Bin began a prayer.

Bast laid Gouge’s head in her lap and began to sing. Within seconds her voice became strained, her brow furrowed. She gasped. Her face went ashen. She continued and tears welled. Deep lines of agony creased her young face. She began to cry but kept singing.

His eyelids fluttered.

Bast sang around her tears and minutes later Gouge opened unfocused eyes. “We must move,” Billy said. “Get up. We’re trying to save you.”

Gouge groaned in agony.

Billy took the young warrior’s face in his hands. “Listen to me, my friend. Get on your feet. Grumen are coming. You’ve been poisoned and Bast is keeping you alive. We must run.”

At the mention of Bast’s name, Gouge tried hard to focus. He searched for her until he noticed she leaned over him, softly signing.

“What…what are you doing?”

“She’s saving you. Get up!”

Billy grabbed him under the arms and tried to lift. Tellin and Bin helped. Finally, Gouge stood. Bast held his hand and together they made several forced steps. Both cried out in anguish. Billy tried to help but Gouge pushed him away and forced another step. Bast moved with him, each step a torment.

That night they covered a mile only, every move utter torture.

Four days of relentless torment followed.

Bast maintained contact, siphoning the destructive aspects of the poison, healing his cells even as they dissolved. The cost was devastating. After the second day, they were helpless zombies, overcome with excruciating agony and driven by force of will
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alone. On the third day, Gouge asked Billy to kill him and end the torture. Nobody slept for more than an hour at a time. The party helped them take every step, lifting their legs over rock and root.

The mountains sloped to the Sound and the trek led through miles of Beech trees. Mosses hung like cobwebs. Within a day their clothing was stained dark green. The loamy ground made hiking difficult.

Their path led them near a ramshackle cabin made of loosely stacked stones. The roof was log, mostly collapsed. Inside, the wooden floor was cracked and weathered but sound enough in spots for sleep. They spent the night with a fire in the hearth and the heat eased the suffering of both.

In the morning, they pushed hard to complete the journey and at the twilight of the fourth day, the party straggled into Baratara.

The town sat on the coast, forest behind and ocean ahead, the scent of saltwater in the air. One wide main avenue ran through the center with hundreds of alleys branching off.

Founded centuries ago by pirates and gradually taken over by merchants, an aura of secrecy still permeated the place. Only twilight, yet the shops already closed with curtains drawn. Tellin located the apothecary and pounded on the door until he was sold the gartha herb he needed. The party rented a room at the tavern across the street and he mixed the powder with hot water which he then forced Gouge to drink. The younger swordsman was deep asleep in minutes.

Bast staggered to her bed. Servants, wary of the hulking wolf but eager for coin, filled her tub with steaming water and laid out fresh clothing. Billy tried to check on her but Bast waved him away and shut the door.

In the common room, Tellin, Bin, and Billy feasted on roast mutton and potatoes, radishes and mead. They were well into the meal when Tellin spoke.

“Lad, I’m curious; why knife the Gray Robe? He was moments from death anyway. Was it anger or mercy that moved your hand?”

“Yes,” Bin added. “I’ve questions for Pitter-Patter as well.”

“All right,” Billy said, lowering his voice. The boy pondered before answering, sending his gaze around the room. “I could tell you the Bloodletter would have slowed us and I was desperate to save Gouge. I could tell you I ended his life out of compassion because the man had terrible wounds. We couldn’t help him, and leaving him to die slowly would have been inhumane. I could tell you those things and all would be true.”

Billy sat his fork on his plate.

“But the truth is, I stabbed him because at that moment I hated him. I stabbed him to kill him. Those other reasons raced through my mind but I’ll be honest, I wanted to be the one to end him.”

Bin looked saddened but Tellin remained passive.

“The Bloodletters have hounded me from the instant I appeared. Why? Because I arrived carrying a book they covet. I’m sick of them. I once chastised Gouge for his brutality but now I understand. The rules are different on EmberEarth. I needed to evolve.”

Bin lowered his eyes. Tellin smiled.

168


“Pitter-Patter,” the older man said. “Your actions make no difference to me. I saw your worry but know if you had not killed him, I would have. Gouge would agree. The attacks on your friends were not to be tolerated. I admire your loyalty.”

“Gouge is family. You are too.”

“And you are mine, Pitter-Patter, but answer honestly; did you feel the wrong in your act?”

“I did.”

“Then I beg you, contemplate that.”

Billy sighed. He was diminished in Bin’s eyes and there was no reversing it. “One last comment,” Bin said. “I’m sure my sister will speak to you directly but as

your friend I must say something. You dangled healing before that Bloodletter if he would aid us. You offered help with his wounds if he would but answer your questions. My sister’s gift is not yours to barter. Extorting information from a dying man is something she will never agree to.”

Billy leaned back in his chair, eyes wide.

“You’re right, Bin. I’m sorry. I’ll apologize to Bast when she awakens.”

Bast slept two days, Gouge, three. Billy turned Cinder loose in the forest every day before returning the beast. Billy offered Bast a heartfelt apology.

“Thank you, Pitter-Patter. I worry enemies like these will make us lose ourselves. We must fight them but I refuse to become them.”

They spoke until Bast needed sleep again.

Once everyone was able, the party gathered to discuss their next move. Billy and Gouge wanted to continue with Kalum’s map. Tellin, Bast, and Bin wanted to head to SeaEnd and try something else.

“The hills are crawling with grumen,” Bin complained. “We’ll get captured again. Now is not the time for this.”

After a long debate, plans were made to return to SeaEnd. They stayed south of the Razorbacks and kept an easy pace because Bast and Gouge tired easily. One night while camping Cinder took off, whimpering and champing, and returned later splashed with blood, none hers. They spent two days at Headwater before entering the foothills around SeaEnd again.

Four days later, they were home.

Kalum and Ollie greeted them equally concerned and excited. Concerned for their delayed arrival and excited because they’d found something in the histories.

“Haylan had a daughter,” Kalum gushed. “An effort was made to eradicate the personal histories of High Council members but Ollie discovered letters saved by a friend. She died during the High Mage’s lifetime. Ollie pieced the puzzle together.”

“Once I found the daughter’s name,” Ollie said. “I searched the records for every occurrence. Haylan lived and studied at Windham Keep, so she’s buried here in SeaEnd. I found her grave, pilfered long ago. If he interred the Phial with her, someone already possesses the thing.”

Billy grimaced. “Let’s hope he did not.”

“No,” Kalum said. “She died well before the DireMage battles began. I doubt he opened his daughter’s tomb to hide something inside.”
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“I found a few of Haylan’s relatives,” Ollie continued. “I researched every name, tracing the family tree. Haylan still has a descendant living in SeaEnd, a woman named Sarbotha Lapodu. She may not realize she’s related to the ancient High Mage.”

Ollie beamed with pride. The party stared at the old sage.

“Heirlooms! Grandmother’s wedding ring, Auntie’s favorite necklace; if Haylan gave something precious to his daughter, she most likely passed the item down, keeping such a valuable object in the family.”

“I like this idea,” Tellin said. “This is feasible. Well done, gentlemen.”

“Ollie and I will visit Miss Lapodu on official library business. We’ll say we study the history of SeaEnd, and inquire about any artifacts, keepsakes, old letters, or anecdotes. Invite her to share whatever she may have. Nobody refuses the library.”

Ollie gave an affirming nod.

Kalum noticed for the first time the trail dust and sweat streaks, exhausted faces and bent backs. “What happened out there?” he asked.

Tellin relayed their adventure including Billy’s brutal murder of a Gray Robe.

Kalum was unperturbed but Ollie winched.

“The grumen work for Gray Robes,” Kalum said. “That is ill news.”

“Indeed,” Tellin grimly agreed. “But I wonder who else they employ. We have no way of knowing their wealth or numbers.”

“What’s Galadath?” Billy interjected.

“Where did you hear that word?” Ollied asked.

“The dying Bloodletter,” Billy answered. “He said: ‘Galadath creates, Golgoth consumes.’ What does that mean?”

Ollie closed his eyes, searching his memory. “Galadath is the magic humans used before the Rending. Golgoth, if I remember correctly, is a kind of dragon sorcery, too potent for humans. If that’s the magic Bloodletters use, then no wonder they cut themselves to fuel it.”

“With Galadath Gray Robes could avoid the cost,” Billy concluded.

“Yes. Their capacity for destruction would become limitless.”


Chapter 54

The next morning the sage brothers visited the home of Haylan’s last living descendant. They wore their finest purple and yellow robes, official colors of SeaEnd library, and rehearsed what they would say. They agreed Kalum should do the talking. Ollie knocked and stepped back, smoothing the wrinkles of his new robe.

Sala opened the door.

“Hello, gentlemen. I was just leaving for work. You have something urgent?” Shocked, Kalum recovered quickly. “Sala? Our Sala? You are Sarbotha

Lapodu?”

“Nobody has called me that in a long time, Kalum.” Her nose crinkled and she looked Ollie up and down. “I am curious why you did.”

“May we step inside?” Kalum asked.

“Of course.”

Once seated, Sala brought hot Chamomile tea and small raisin cakes. Kalum chatted about working at the library and Sala expressed how important the work was.
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“But enough formalities, gentlemen,” she said. “Tell me why you are here.” Kalum stood and cleared his throat. Speaking formally, he said: “You are the

great-granddaughter, twenty times removed, of Haylan Pil, late High Mage to the High Council and Lord of Windham Keep.”

Sala set her cup on the small table between them. “How did you find out?” Ollie gawked at her. “You knew?”

“Yes, of course, although our family never spoke of it. After the Rending Haylan was more infamous than famous. I thought I removed all evidence from the library. How did you find out?”

Ollie’s jaw dropped open.

“You removed items from the library?” Kalum said. He looked stunned.

“Yes. Letters, journals, speeches Haylan wrote.”

“How dare you. How dare you! Sacrilege!” Kalum was furious.

Sala sipped tea, watching the angry man curiously.

“Kalum,” she said. “We’ve known each other a long time. Those items were taken from my family generations ago with the promise they’d be copied and returned, but they never were. I took them because they belong to me. They were part of my inheritance. I never gave them to the library.”

Kalum tilted his head. A vein throbbed on his neck. For a long moment, the room was silent.

“Yes,” he said, after a long pause. “You are correct. The library has often exceeded the king’s charter. Forgive my outburst.”

“May I see what you have?” Ollie asked.

“In a minute,” Sala replied. “I’m curious why you gentlemen came to the home of Haylan’s last living descendant, dressed in your purples. What’s going on?”

The brothers exchanged a look. They needed secrecy but this could be a windfall. Sala knew the SeaEnd library in ways Kalum never would. She was not the academic they were, but she may know things they would never discover.

“Before we say anything, we should ask the others,” Ollie stated. “Agreed, but they’d bounce the decision to us because we know her.”

“Is this about the young sage you had with you?” Sala asked. “Such a serious boy. I worried about him.”

The brothers shared another silent exchange. Finally, Ollie nodded.

Kalum spoke to Sala: “Given that you knew of your heritage and said nothing, I feel certain you can keep a secret. I’m afraid I must ask that level of secrecy from you again. What I propose to share is a secret more terrible than any you’ve known.”

Sala returned her cup to the saucer, face serious.

“I swear,” she said.

Kalum drew a deep breath.

“The three Codex have returned,” he began. “We have them and we hunt the Phial. We intend to return magic to EmberEarth for use in our coming battle against the Bloodletters.”

Sala’s eyes snapped wide. “Save my soul.”

“Yes,” Kalum said. “Indeed. Haylan and the Council never expected the DireMages to survive but they did, growing into something even worse. They have magic and we don’t. We’ll need magic to beat them. We seek the Phial and we hoped to
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find a clue in Haylan’s writings, but we’ve exhausted nearly everything. Will you help? Before you answer you should know; Bloodletters hunt us. They’ll hunt you too, should you join our efforts.”

Ollie could barely breathe. So much rides on this moment.

Sala answered without hesitation. “Yes, I’ll help. Are you working with the boy? Are there others? Oh, lord, this is most distressing. That such events happen in my lifetime. Well, our fate has fallen to us. Let’s get busy.”

She stood.

“You are coming with us?” Kalum asked. “So quickly? What of a husband? What of your children?”

“My husband is in the ground and my three kids have traveled to the corners of EmberEarth. I’ve not seen them in years. I have a trunk of papers which we need to examine but not the strength to carry the thing.” She looked the old men over. “I hope you have a few strong backs working with you.”

The brothers helped her with their dishes and then led her to the inn. The group accepted Sala when Cinder sniffed her hand, wagged her tail, and laid across her feet, quickly falling asleep.

“I’ve never seen her do that,” Bast said. “With anyone. Ever.”

Sala rubbed the beast’s back. “Just one mommy to another. She knows everything she needs to know about me.”

Gouge and Tellin lifted the trunk to the table.

“Before you open that,” Sala said. “Show me what you have so far.”


Chapter 55

Dawn gave the room a rosy glow when Billy and Sala finally pushed from the table. Cinder raised her head but everyone else slept. The table top was covered with documents, all penned in Haylan’s small blocky letters. The group worked to midnight, slowly fading one by one, until only Billy and Sala remained.

“I need sleep,” the older woman announced. “We can tackle the other half when I wake. You should get some sleep too.”

Billy waved her away.

Late morning saw the whole group at work again. They argued and suggested new theories and bantered. They made wild guesses and laughed and fumed. Gouge lost interest and played with Cinder.

After dinner, they returned to work but moved their search to the earlier work by Ollie and Kalum. Sala dug in and minutes later when Billy tried to speak to her she shushed him. Billy tried again later and Sala again told him to be silent. She read with intensity. Bin stepped away to read the Akitu and Bast laid down with a headache.

Hours ticked off. Before long everyone was in bed except Sala, Billy, and the sages. Sala folded a letter and stood, stretching her back. She looked around the room until her eyes landed on Ollie and Kalum.

“Married?”

“What?” Kalum asked.

“Are you married?”

“No.”
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She asked Ollie the same question.

“No.”

“Either of you have kids?”

“No.”

Sala smiled. She waved a hand around the room at the notes and scattered papers. “You have been investigating every aspect of Haylan’s life, seeking a clue to the Phial; what were his hobbies, where did he travel, who were his friends. I saw a note asking his favorite color? Who asked that?”

Kalum slowly raised his hand. “Leave no stone unturned.”

“Thorough, but misguided. If you want to know about my ancestor, learn about his daughter. Nowhere in your research did you explore their relationship. Trust me when I tell you once you have a child everything changes. Stop investigating him and start investigating her. I’m sure she was his whole life. Can we get into the hall of records at this hour?”

Kalum thought for a moment. “Yes.”

“Then let’s go, the four of us. Let the children sleep.”

Within three hours they knew the daughter’s name was Esmerelda, that she’d loved to sail, that she showed an aptitude for magic from an early age, and she was not, in fact, buried in the graveyard at SeaEnd but on an island called Angel’s Rise located in the Crater Sea. She’d been adventurous and daring, the opposite of her father, and enjoyed racing the fierce winds of that place.

“Haylan laid her to rest in a place she loved,” Sala said. “I expect he built a shrine or raised a monument of some kind.”

“That was a fantastic display of research skill, Sala,” Kalum said. “Truly.” “Thank you.”

Billy consulted a rack of hanging maps.

“Crater Sea is on the other side of the world,” he said.

“Yes,” Ollie said. “A massive landlocked body of water plagued by terrible storms.”

Butterflies fluttered in Billy’s stomach. A tingle of excitement raced up his spine. He smiled broadly. “We can leave in the morning.”

He heard movement behind him and turned. Ollie and Kalum sat staring at their hands. Sala had her arms crossed.

“What’s wrong?” Billy asked.

Kalum lifted his eyes, clearly wrestling with his emotions. “Pitter-Patter, is this wise? Should we return magic to EmberEarth? We undo the work of the High Council. Think about that for a minute.”

He approached the boy, resting a hand on Billy’s shoulder.

“This was fun when we merely solved a puzzle.” He pointed to the hanging map. “But there is an excellent chance the Phial awaits us there. What will we do? What should we do? What happens to EmberEarth if we succeed? Haylan and the High Council took magic away.”

“I hear you, Kalum. I feel your fear. But Haylan intended to take magic from everyone. He failed. The Bloodletters anticipated his stratagem and now they have the magical advantage he hoped to prevent. We need magic of our own.”
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Kalum nodded. “You’re right, Pitter-Patter, but I’m afraid. I’m an old man, a historian. What will history say of me? What kind of world will I leave?”

Billy gestured to the others. “We’re all afraid, including me. But, just like Haylan, we make the best choice we can with the information we have.”

“The boy is right,” Sala added. “I’ve read my Haylan’s writings. He agonized over wrong choices and unforeseen consequences. In the end, he was a man who tried his best. We must do the same.”

Kalum sighed.

“What’s your plan, Pitter-Patter?” Ollie asked.

The choice has been made, Billy thought. We’ve crossed a bridge.

“I see two routes; west, sailing the Grand Salt, or east, sailing BattleBay to Flatwater and then overland to Gion.”

Sala, Ollie, and Kalum approached the map. Sala spoke first. “East. The western route is faster, at first, but lands you south of the Ironfang Divide and forces you through Diremarsh. Any time saved is lost. Nobody crosses the Divide.”

“She’s right,” Kalum said, studying the map.

Billy dropped into a chair. “So. East.”
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Little has been written regarding the girl known as The Witch. Most comes to us from her time as a student, before she received that name. We know she was born at SeaEnd to a wealthy family and displayed a gift for magic from birth. Midwife records indicate the child established eye contact after one week and raised her arms to be held after two. Her first word, “Why?” was spoken at four weeks.

She passed her entrance exams for Windham Keep with historically high scores, causing one professor to proclaim, “The same capricious magic which evades us, pursues her. We beg and plead for scraps. Magic invites her to the feast.’”

She met the boy named Warlock during her time at the school and a deep friendship developed, although some say more than a friendship. Studious and from a loving family, there were no early indications she was capable of the infamous deeds for which she later became known.

The opinion of this court is prevention was impossible.

— Donto Grum, Court Judge at SeaEnd; heresy trial, the Witch
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Chapter 56

Molech spread word through the keep carefully, cautiously. His plan was ambitious yet more than half the Order already agreed. The other half wanted the directive to come from Sarden before they obeyed.

Initiate Gilamut confronted him.

“Sarden enjoys the lotus dreams,” Molech said. “In his absence, I rule.”

“I follow Supreme Judge Kahlar,” Gilamut complained. “Your plan is insane.”

“As I’ve said, this is the Lord Kahlar’s wish, not mine. My duty as the Second is to carry out his requirements.”

“I’ll hear no more. I will speak to Sarden when he returns.”

“As you wish, Gilamut, but he’ll have you flayed for disobedience.”

Beneath his gray robe, Molech quietly pierced a thigh. Magical power began to flow through his body as blood seeped.

Gilamut stood and addressed the initiates: “Molech lies. I hear falsehood. Sarden does not wish this, only Molech. The Second wishes to be the First.”

When the power had grown strong enough, Molech raised his hand and pointed at Gilamut. A thin beam of green light lanced across the distance, skewering the Bloodletter through the eye. The beam blasted the back of Gilamut’s head, showering those behind him in brains and blood. The initiate dropped with a groan and died.

“Who else defies Judge Kahlar?” Molech roared.

No Bloodletter stepped forward.

In the morning, the ranks of those that followed Molech had doubled. The Second surveyed the gathered Gray Robes, a grim smile on his lips.

Fear works best, he noted. He estimated the assembled crowd would prove sufficient. The town is small and unguarded and our attack will come as an utter surprise. Add my mercenaries and victory is assured. Let the world learn my name. Tomorrow the Order leaves the shadows.


Chapter 57

Kalum used his position at the library to petition the king for funds, calling the expedition a fact-finding mission to resolve the style of architecture used to build Piltower. A royal stipend was added to the group’s purse and the party was outfitted with the finest equipment and a ship, a galleon named Royal Seabird.

The group stood on deck the morning they set sail for BattleBay and waved goodbye to Ollie, Kalum, and Sala.

“Is it me or is Kalum standing a little close to Sala?” Bast asked.

Billy studied the pair. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Hm.”

Tellin spoke to Gouge, joking, one warrior to another. “I hope your affairs are in order, my friend.”

Gouge replied seriously, missing the fatalistic humor. “Nobody gets their affairs in order. Everyone dies with a list of things unfinished. One day we just leave life.”

Tellin’s smile slowly faded.
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Many days ago, when Billy had returned from the Hall of Records and shared their new plan, a somber mood had settled on the party. They understood the seriousness of their task. While the vessel was prepared and the party outfitted, Kalum taught Billy the incantation needed to smash the Phial. They wrapped each Codex in oiled buckskin for proof against weather and tucked them in the boy’s backpack.

“Hard to plan ahead when you don’t know what you’ll find,” Billy had said.

Focused on packing the Books, Kalum had said nothing.

Ollie had joined them carrying a large tankard of ale, surprising everyone but Kalum. Ollie raised the mug. “To fate,” he’d said. “To a band of misfits tasked to quietly save the world and no one knows but we few.”

Kalum had smiled. “My brother the poet.”

As they’d finished securing items for the trip, Kalum handed Billy a polished wooden case about two inches high. The boy lifted the lid and inside found a thick leather-bound book wrapped in oilcloth.

“What’s this?”

“A gift.”

Billy had opened the tome. Inside were ornate writings, augmented with illustrations of the hand showing precise placement of fingers and wrist. Billy thought he’d been given a book on EmberEarth sign language until he read the first entry.

“Kalum, this is an ancient spellbook. I can’t accept this. The gift is far too rare.” The old sage had patted the boy on his head. “If your quest is successful, these

spells will work again. You can practice on the journey there. What better way to kill the many dull hours at sea?”

“Pitter-Patter,” Ollie had said, raising his glass again. “New High Mage of EmberEarth. Lord of the new High Council.”

Billy had ignored Ollie’s teasing and placed his palm on the spellbook. “Kalum, I will strive to be worthy of this.”

“I know,” the old sage had said. “You are about to set out on high adventure. My brother and I wish we could come.”

Billy had carefully packed the spellbook. “We agreed this trip would be too difficult for you both, but still you must travel. You must leave SeaEnd, quickly. If Bloodletters catch you, they will make you talk.”

Kalum had given him a look of defeat. “My brother and I reached the same conclusion,” he’d said.

“And take Sala with you.”

Now, a week later, Billy stood aboard the Royal Seabird as she eased away from SeaEnd, sails snapping taut as she caught the morning wind. Tellin, Gouge, Bin, Bast, and Cinder formed a half circle behind the boy.

Billy studied those staying behind and noted Kalum did stand a little close to Sala. Earlier Ollie had commented, “Youth shapes their own world,” and at the time Billy had wondered what he meant, but now he understood.

Ollie, Kalum, and Sala waved from the dock, worry and concern clear on their wrinkled faces.

“You’re right, Bast,” Billy said.

“I knew it,” the girl chuckled.
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Chapter 58

From SeaEnd they tacked east by north-east up the WealWood Narrows. Billy studied his spellbook diligently.

The crew knew the palace partly financed this expedition so the sailors gave Billy and his friends wide berth. Even the captain avoided them.

Three weeks later they saw the faint red glow of Shunama’s Stand on the horizon, an active volcano nestled in the heart of VineWrap Forest, north of DeepRun Lake. For seven days, the glow stayed with them, growing brighter as they drew closer, fading as they sailed on. Once they reached the Emerald Ocean the captain headed east for BattleBay. He resupplied fresh water at Barna, a small coastal fishing village, and allowed the party to go ashore to stretch their legs and run the dog, as he said. From there another two weeks sailing to their destination.

FlatWater was a large city under the control of Baron Wesand. From a conversation with the locals, the Tellin discovered their best path forward was to purchase two small boats and ride the Cattail River through Greenedle Stand until she met the south Soaring. From there the river would take them to Parth. They’d house the boats for their return and then hike overland three weeks to Gion.

“At Gion we’ll hire a ship to ply the Crater Sea until we find Angel’s Rise island,” Tellin said.

His work complete, the captain loaded the Royal Seabird with barrels of Lacanian wine and headed home.

The party ate a sumptuous meal their first night in FlatWater. The days ahead would be difficult, full of hard earth beds and salted meats, so filling their bellies when they could was a great idea.

Tellin led one boat with Bin and Billy and Gouge led the other with Bast and Cinder. Countless streams from the Greennedle forest fed the Cattail and she was a river deep and wide, flowing smooth and fast. They camped each night on the shore. Cinder hunted at night and always returned quickly, testament to the abundant fauna living in these woods.

Billy continued his studies, glad for the distraction. He found the rhythmic incantations and delicate finger gestures fascinating and strangely soothing. Bin continued reading the Akitu. Tellin and Gouge sparred, each improving the other’s swordplay. Gouge learned the broadsword and short sword and vastly improved his skill with the falchion.

The Cattail was an old river and looped on itself like a snake. Often they’d pass a stand of trees and see the river on the other side flowing the other direction, only to find themselves passing that way hours later.

After a few days, they rounded a bend and the river widened and slowed. On the north shore, a large, moss-covered stone structure stood far back from the river. Massive iron cogs sat embedded in huge sandstone blocks. Enormous links of chain curled around the teeth and disappeared underground. Overgrown, rusted, and clearly abandoned, Gouge suggested they explore.

“No time,” Billy said.

“Angel’s Rise will still be there.”
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“What if something lives in that structure and attacks us? What if one of us gets hurt? Crawling over a pile of rocks in the forest satisfies our curiosity but costs time and does nothing for our plan. We can’t take unnecessary risks, given what we know.”

“All right,” Gouge relented. “I’m just bored. Let’s remember this place and come back some day.”

A week later the Cattail left Greenedle and entered high plains. The river narrowed and quickened. Underwater rocks became a hazard and everyone armed themselves with long poles. The shores steadily rose until the river raced through a wide canyon. Their speed increased until the boats bounced and footing became difficult. With no shore to camp, they took turns sleeping in the bottom of the boat.

Days later the heard a distant roar and soon found themselves plummeting steep cataracts surrounded by boulders and high cliff walls. Whitewater surged and splashed. They kept the boats centered in the river, but the ride was rough. Ahead the river fell away and they dropped off an escarpment into a huge river slowly flowing east.

“This must be the Soaring,” Gouge said, once he regained his feet.

The Soaring was an easy ride. The party floated along without incident for days, the banks far to either side. They passed herds of gazelle watering and crocodiles sunning. Buffalo came to drink and giant flocks of birds wandered the shores or flew overhead. Clumps of Evergreen and Birch grew here and there but mostly the countryside was tall grasses and shrubs.

The next day they saw wisps of white smoke ahead. When they arrived, they discovered scattered along the bank burning wagons and the bodies of travelers, including the men in chainmail hired to protect them.

“We should check for survivors,” Bast said.

The victims were grown men.

“I’m guessing this was a caravan from Parth headed for the mining town of Shub,” Tellin said. “They left the road to water the animals and someone attacked and stole the goods and most of the animals.”

“I found someone alive,” Bast called from the river. “I can heal him.”

They set camp. Gouge removed the man’s chain armor and saw this muscular, black-haired stranger was crisscrossed with scars.

“These were experienced fighters,” Gouge said. “The attacking force must have been large.”

“Sister,” Bin said. “Before you begin, let me pray.”

He placed the Akitu on the body and opened to a verse. He touched his ring finger to his thumb and began to pray, repeating the verse, adding speed and power to his voice as he went. The man’s body began to glow faintly yellow.

As if stitched by an invisible hand, the gaping wounds began to close. Bin

continued his chant until the exertions became too much and he stopped, out of breath.

He turned to his sister.

“Nowhere near your gift but now easier for you to finish.” “Thank you, brother,” Bast said, hugging him. “God is good,” he replied.

Bin and Billy retreated to the edge of camp as the others gathered around Bast and the wounded man. Billy was amazed.

“How did you do that? Ollie and Kalum said magic was dead.”

179


Bin raised his hand, palm skyward. “My power comes from Ashur. I am not the author but the conduit. Lord Ashur moves through me.”

They looked across the camp as the others helped Bast.

“Why does she do it?” Billy asked. “She suffers for people she doesn’t know.” Bin watched his sister work. “This has always been her way,” he said. “Did she

ever tell you I was caught twice for stealing? She offered her right hand so I might keep my left. That was the night we left Lecanum forever.”

Billy’s eyes grew big. “She sacrificed her hand for yours?” Bin met Billy’s gaze.

Gouge and Tellin lifted the fallen warrior and straightened his legs. Bast lay next to the man and Cinder curled next to her. Her lovely voice floated through the camp as she began to sing.

“Crater Sea is five weeks away,” Billy said. “I’ll be glad to get this stage behind us. Hard to believe we’re nearing the end.”

Bin grinned. “The end? My friend, if we succeed we stand at the grandest beginning in human history.”

“Good point. I should just wish things go smoothly.”

Bin watched his sister for a moment. “Do you know why it is named Crater Sea?” “No.”

“I will tell you the legend. In most religions, God’s original creation turns on him. Virtually every religion speaks of rebellion and casting out.”

“Yes, on my world too.”

“They speak a message of submission, to teach man the folly of rebellion. It’s a good lesson and certainly one mankind needs, but all focus on avoiding disobedience. No one asks where those cast out land.”

Billy furrowed his brow. “Are you saying Crater Sea was formed when a fallen angel hit EmberEarth?”

“That’s the legend.”

Billy looked skyward. “If I was that angel I’d be angry.”

“I agree. Now you know why the island we seek bears the name.”

“I feel like the more you tell me the less likely things will go smoothly.” “If only the universe listened to us.”

Bast’s groan of agony carried to the edge of camp.


Chapter 59

Raga allowed Shiloh to set the pace and choose the path and for days she went where the horse took her. Raga needed time to think. The animal was smart and highly trained and the child discovered she needed no effort to remain in the saddle, Shiloh kept her there. Before long Raga realized this was no random wandering. The horse had a destination in mind. She reclined in the leather seat and stared at the clouds.

I mourn Sebastian. We weren’t close, not like my sweet Gouge, and his vigilance and loyalty often made me uncomfortable, but he valued me above all else, and I was hungry for that.

She stroked the great beast’s thick neck.

I still am.
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I’d not known the RedMen long enough for his passing to destroy me.

She imagined Gouge on that stretcher instead of Sebastian and gasped. A cold shiver shook her bones.

Gouge dying would destroy me.

Shiloh sensed her disquiet and shook her mane.

Silvera had me at the library. They have no idea how close I came to blasting Pitter-Patter and seizing the Codex. I cannot be around them. I cannot be around that tome. I’m not yet strong enough to resist her.

Raga let the sunlight drive the chill from her bones.

Shiloh led them to the Emerald coast and then north. The horse was a tireless spirit and long distances fell easily. Cliffs gave way to beaches and Raga swam in the bracing seawater, drank from streams, and ate wild fruits and berries. Because Shiloh still moved with intent, Raga let her.

Dreams came to her often. She learned to recognize some of the many voices in her head; grandmothers many generations removed offering sound advice for building lean-tos, little girls like her, playing in the sunlight, teaching her whimsical songs from ancient childhoods. There were men, too, angry and demanding, scolding her for time wasted. These she tuned out as best she could. She was alone and present for the first time in her life and she found the freedom exhilarating.

The girl had no place to be and let the horse select their fate. Raga ate when hungry and slept when tired and put as much distance between her and her beloved friends as possible.

One day, Raga stood atop Shiloh’s back to pluck wild pears by the handful. The forest grew to the sand and Raga had noticed fruit trees mixed in with the Hawthorn.

Shiloh turned her ears sharply at a sound and began to back away, careful to keep the girl balanced. Raga dropped into the saddle, connecting their minds.

What’s wrong, baby-girl? You hear something scary?

Three creatures, half human-half snake, slithered from between the trees and faced the girl. Shiloh’s nostrils flared as she began to retreat.

Easy, Raga soothed.

A snake man moved forward, drawing a sword from a sheath strapped to his back. The others hissed a challenge at him and he stopped. One of the snake men pointed at Raga and spoke, a strange sibilant language, rising and falling. All eyed the girl suspiciously, thin black tongues darting.

They exchanged harsh words in their serpentine language. The lead creature pointed with his sword at the girl. Raga waited. More words were exchanged and the two withdrew to the forest, forcing the third to abandon his attack. When Raga was sure they were gone, she continued plucking pears.

Why did they withdraw?  she asked Shiloh.

The pair continued up the coast and the beach gave way to low dunes which grew into hills which gradually became cliffs overlooking the sea. As their elevation increased, the Hawthorn trees disappeared, replaced by Foxtail Pine. The soil became shallow and rocky. When they crossed the timberline, Raga saw how high they’d climbed by the whitecapped ocean far below.

They climbed two more days and then the ground plateaued. Here the pine trees were scattered and bare granite broke through the thin soil. The wind whipped off the
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sea, whistling through the sparse vegetation. Shiloh hurried, eager now, and Raga sensed they neared their destination. They entered a field where jagged spires of granite pierced the ground, becoming more numerous as they moved forward. Shiloh wove between them until they emerged on the far side of the field. Once beyond, Raga saw the ancient city.

Massive buildings carved from immense slabs of granite and polished to a dull gleam, huge windows dotted the upper floors while ground level doorways were large enough for elephants. The metropolis covered many square miles, each inch devoid of life. No stray feathers or nests, no animal droppings or tracks. No insect crawled over the loose gravel or buzzed in the air.

Shiloh kept moving. The horse weaved her way through the huge buildings, headed for the city’s center. When they arrived, Raga saw a magnificent step-pyramid four-stories high, covered with intricate carvings. Shiloh brought her to the front steps and, finally, stopped.

The girl dismounted and climbed the stairs, passed through the open doorway and into the dim interior. Inside, she discovered the building was hollow, the vaulted ceiling far above. Across from the front door a dais stood, a heavy granite throne centered and bracketed on both sides by massive dragon statues carved from naked rock. Raga shivered when a cacophony of individual voices flowed through her mind, each speaking the same word: Home.

The outpouring of relief, joy, and longing, left her breathless.

She moved to a wall, running her hands along the carvings, matching the images with her inner multitude. She turned, intuitively searching the walls for where it all began and cut across the chamber to the first. Dozens of discordant voices began to explain.

Understanding rose as comprehension grew. She slowly circled the chamber with the history of the world playing out beneath her fingertips. Tears welled. Her throat constricted and breathing became difficult.

So much pain!

She pushed herself to continue.

So much pointless struggle and loss. We did not slowly ascend. The true history of mankind is nothing but an ocean of mothers’ tears. The incremental rise of humanity is a myth, a lie. We advanced swiftly. The First were brilliant and made a garden of EmberEarth. We are a shadow of our former selves. We slide a long spiral to oblivion.

The sad truth crushed her. Raga sat on the stone floor and wept.

We slaughter each other for strips of land. We torture to show the might of our gods. We enslave, we starve, we butcher. We exterminate.

She lifted her streaked face to the ceiling high above.

We are doomed.

Her internal pronouncement landed with a boom.

Not we, the small, loving voice said. They.

Am I not human? she asked.

No, Child. You are Drakkadun. Rise and save them.

The woman’s voice was confident, tender, devoted.

Who are you?

I am Nadlahee, First Mother. I tell you rise. Rise, Beloved Kin, and build again for them a Garden.
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Now we call him Warlock but I knew the boy when he was merely Billy. Pitter-Patter, to his closest friends.

I have heard much regarding Warlock’s rapid rise; how could someone not of EmberEarth master her magic so quickly? How could an outsider possess such intuitive understanding of our world? I pondered that question long, more vexed than they for I knew something they did not; not only was the boy not of EmberEarth, the boy came from a world with no magic. The boy was born without the Gift.

When at last I realized the answer, I laughed out loud, amused that an old man could still be such a fool. The answer was so simple, so obvious.

— Lander Galorian, Sage, Great Library at Appacca
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Chapter 60

“Chancellor, last night the slaves discovered another rich vein. We are filling wagons as I speak.”

Molech grinned and leaned back at his desk. “Thank you, please close the door on your way out.”

The Shub enterprise was succeeding beyond anything he’d expected and Sarden, utterly absorbed in current pursuits, heard only occasional vague rumors and acted on none of them. Each day more wealth poured into the Second’s purse. His contacts expanded and his army grew and as his army grew, his followers grew.

Judge Kahlar believes the Sacred Order of Bloodletters survives only if we remain hidden. “Their fear of us is greater than our magic,” he’d stated. “Let them see we are but men and their fear diminishes.”

Idiot. We have the power. They are cattle. Fear or not they will do as I say or they will die. Sarden avoids his authority. I wield it. Those that oppose me do so silently. They wait to see events before choosing sides. Soon I will control a town, an army, and the Order in a chain of fear; the townspeople fear the mercenaries, the mercenaries fear the Gray Robes, and the Gray Robes fear me.

A knock on the door interrupted his thought.

“Come.”

Molech recognized the man and seconds later remembered his name.

“Yes, Kyle?”

The man puffed his chest with pride. “Chancellor, the slaves uncovered something unusual.”

“Uncovered what?”

“A chamber containing a tomb, writings no one understands.” “What’s inside the tomb?”

“The tomb remains sealed, sir. Everyone fled in terror, including our mercenaries.”

“Why? Open the thing and report back. Most likely we’ll find gold and jewelry to add to the coffers.”

The annoying man remained rooted. “What?” Molech asked.

“Sir, the find is extraordinary. Perhaps you should see? The carvings are early Abandoned Age. The men won’t go near, chancellor, because blood runs down the chamber walls. The tomb radiates dread. I suggest we bury that portion of the mine and continue digging elsewhere.”

“Abandon such a rich vein? No. Smash the tomb, pulverize the body, scrub the floor and get everyone back to work.”

Kyle Desmick sighed in frustration. He leaned on the Second’s desk, leaned his face close. “Molech, listen to me. No one, not the mercenaries, not the villagers, nor even the members of our Order will go near. Your instructions will not be carried out.”

“I see.”

“Yes, sir. I fear open rebellion.”

Molech pondered a moment. “All right, seal and mark the spot. Work the slaves longer to make up for the lost vein. I leave for the Citadel tonight. Do not miss quotas in my absence.”

184


“Yes, sir.”


Chapter 61

“I always pay my debts,” Edmon Demare insisted, “and this is a big one.” Frustrated, Bast threw her hand in the air. “There is no debt. You owe me

nothing. Help a stranger and we’re even.”

“I’d rather help you. My employer is dead, his goods stolen. I have no job and no place to be. At least let me protect you until your task is complete.”

Bast turned to her friends for support.

“I say we bring him along,” Billy responded.

“So do I,” Gouge said. “He’s skilled and well armored.” Edmon grinned.

Bast relented. “All right,” she said. “Because you need him is a reason I can live with, but not because he owes me some debt.”

“Fantastic,” Edmon said. “Where are we headed?”

“Angel’s Rise,” Billy said.

Edmon’s face went slack. “Why?”

“Fact-finding mission,” Gouge said. “Would you like to back out now?” Edmon searched their faces. “No, I remain. But why that island? She’s nearly

impossible to find and when you do you learn you’re standing on a scrap of naked rock blasted by high winds and battered by waves. Nothing’s there.”

“We disagree,” Billy said.

Edmon shrugged. They broke camp and he donned his chainmail and strapped on his broadsword. He was taller and stronger than Gouge or Tellin.

“I’ll ride with Bast,” he said.

“Cinder will make that decision,” Bast said.

“Who’s Cinder?”

Bast whistled and the huge black wolf came running. Cinder slowed as she approached Edmon, who became visibly nervous, and warily circled the man, sniffing his hands and legs. Satisfied, the beast sat beside Bast.

Edmon searched their faces again. “You are easily the strangest party I’ve ever met,” he said.

The Soaring moved them along swiftly. The plains gradually became Birchglen forest and Edmon said Parth was two days ahead. They sold their boats at the pier. Caravans plied the road from Parth to Gion year-round so booking passage on a wagon was easy. The summer weather held and three weeks later they pulled into Gion.

“East of Gion sits the vast Diremarsh,” Edmon warned. “Be prepared for all sorts of strange individuals.”

“Like what?” Billy asked.

“Like the Palemen of Dithir and the warriors of MossFlow river with their alligator hides. We might meet intelligent spiders or angry Bozzum, who are half-crocodile, half-man. There’s no end to what crawls out of Diremarsh and Gion sees them all.”

“Why is Angel’s Rise so hard to locate?” Billy asked.

“Winds mostly, but also heavy fog and strong currents. No one has yet successfully drawn a map. Crater Sea has exceptionally warm waters, heated by
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underwater volcanic vents. The Ironfang Divide cuts across and channels cold air off the CoralWash. Angel’s Rise sits at the crossroads of extreme weather, only a speck of rock, virtually invisible until we’re right on top. A better question is why you want to visit. I told you, nothing’s there.”

“Has anyone ever stepped onto the island?” Billy asked.

“No.”

“I want to.”

Edmon shook his head. “Your funeral.”

Gion was hot and humid and the air swarmed with insects. The party stayed indoors for two days while Edmon and Gouge purchased a sloop named Water Lilly. Once the vessel was outfitted, they sent for the party and set sail before sunrise.

The first storm hit within an hour.

“Set the rain-catchers,” Edmon said, pointing to tarps tied around the ship. “Refill the canteens and skins.”

Strong winds sent the boat flying across the water, driving them north, but after a short time the wind reversed. For three days, they crisscrossed the southern quarter of the Crater Sea, battling tempests and bailing water. Storms blew themselves out as quickly as they reformed, winds slashing from a new direction and driving the small ship across the water.

On the fourth, dawn broke clear and tranquil and they found themselves becalmed on a sea of glass. The hours passed slowly, canvas sails hanging limp. A dark line of thunderheads formed on the horizon.

“At least we won’t wait long,” Gouge said, indicating the approaching squall.

Billy watched the flickers of lightning set the clouds aglow.

The winds arrived well before the rain and waves, launching their ship like an arrow towards open water. When the downpour hit, day became night. The stronger men lashed themselves to the rigging while the others hid below deck. The tempest blew all day and all night.

They were soaked and shivering when a gray dawn greeted them. Gouge spotted a pinnacle of rock rising from the water. As they drew near they saw the island was shaped like a shark’s fin; thin and long and highest in the center, rising two thousand feet above the sea. Devoid of plant life, a narrow ring of sandy gravel surrounded most of the peak. Too many jagged boulders lay hidden under the water so Tellin anchored away from shore. A bank of dark clouds gathered on the eastern horizon and he pointed them out as he brought the dinghy around.

“We’ll be seven on a boat made for four so let’s work together and quickly. We must search the island and return to Water Lilly. If we’re in this dinghy when those clouds hit, we’re dead. I’d say we have two hours. Three at the most.”

“What are we looking for?” Edmon asked.

“You’ll know when you see,” Gouge said.

The men grabbed oars and pulled, splashing each other and banging knuckles. They aimed for a cluster of small boulders where there was beach enough to climb ashore. Tellin guided them the last few feet with a long pole. Edmon held the small craft steady as everyone scrambled onto dry land and then he looped the rope around the rocks. Billy addressed the group.
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“Scrutinize every square inch but try to stay in sight of each other. Call out if you find something. Go.”

The party spread out. Billy aimed for the pinnacle and climbed, clambering over fallen boulders at first but soon scrambling through shale and gravel.

The highest point was like the tip of a knife; steep sides narrowing as he approached the peak. To him, the crest was a natural place for a shrine but if he was wrong, he’d still have a broad view of the island and the sea. The rock was sharp and his hands were soon raw. He snagged his clothing many times, slicing holes. When he reached the top, he pulled himself to a vaguely circular, ten feet across and level. He turned to look down and a sick feeling of vertigo washed over as if the ocean whispered for him to jump.

He backed away from the edge and examined his surroundings, quickly discovering a large metal disk hidden under a thin layer of gravel and set in stone. Heart hammering behind his ribs, he brushed the dirt away, noting the disk was cut into six identical wedges, tightly sealed. Beautifully delicate runes had been etched into the shiny metal surface of each. He tried to pry an edge but the disk was too well crafted. He tried again using his dagger but failed. The perfect workmanship left no gap.

He began searching for a mechanism hidden in the rocks but found nothing. He studied the device, trying to imagine how such a trap door might open.

From below, he concluded. Those six segments blooming like rose petals. Frustrated, he began the climb down. Before he could announce what he’d

found, Bin said he’d discovered an underwater cave.

“A tunnel runs under the island but I’m a terrible swimmer. I did not enter.” “I found something too,” Billy said, describing his discovery. “Maybe they’re connected?” Bast suggested.

Billy eyed the clouds, closer now. “No time to explore. We should hide and wait for the storm to pass. Any ideas?”

Tellin answered. “This island is a natural wall. We’d be safer on the leeward side, shielded from wind and waves. Me, Gouge, and Edmon will bring Water Lilly around.”

The three men headed for the ship. While they were away, Bin showed the party the tunnel he’d discovered, a small dark circle under the water.

“That looks scary,” Billy said.

“I thought so too,” Bin chuckled.

The men returned and together they flipped the dinghy and snuggled her at the base of the ridge, huddling beneath. Cinder was antsy and alternately whimpered and growled as the gusts grew stronger.

The storm was mild, at first, a light summer rain. But the intensity grew with each minute and soon the winds howled through the jagged peaks. The rock island shook with the ferocity of the waves smashing the windward side. When the first bolt of lightning blasted the peak high above them, Bast yelped and Cinder howled. The thunder was immediate and rattled their bones, followed by another huge bolt. Bast covered Cinder’s ears and wormed her way tighter into the party.

Chips of rock showered them with each blast of lightning. Billy suspected most of the bolts struck the metal disk he’d uncovered. Cinder bayed with every roll of thunder and the winds screamed around the peak, driving a constant spray which stung bare skin. The party cowered with Cinder in the center. The tempest raged for hours. With
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each thunderous blast, Billy grew more convinced the runes would be obliterated and they’d find only a charred and pitted surface.

I should have sketched the glyphs! he thought.

For now, they could but hold on and wait.

Gradually, time between lightning flashes grew longer and rains diminished. At last they emerged. Gouge, Tellin, and Edmon took the dinghy to inspect the Water Lilly and Bin wandered off to give thanks to Ashur. Bast ran Cinder up and down the small beach in the light rain.

Focused on tasks of their own, nobody paid Billy much attention. He left the party and once more followed the ridge to the top. The disk was pristine. Steam rose from the metal. He quickly sketched the intricate runes and returned to his friends where Gouge told him the main mast on the Lilly was shattered. They could rig some smaller sails but the trip to the mainland would take much longer.

Billy surveyed the overhead sky. A constant rain fell but the air was still.

“I guess we have five hours of sunlight,” Billy told Gouge. “I’d like you and the twins to come with me.”

Billy led them to the underwater tunnel.

“Bin, can you make a glow stone for me?”

“Sure. Brighter and longer too.”

“Perfect. When I swim the tunnel, that will provide light. Bast, be ready to heal me. The rest of you pull me out if need be.”

“I’ll be in the water, waiting,” Gouge said.

Billy stripped to his breeches, strapping his basalt dagger to a thigh.

Bin began his prayer and soon the stone glowed brightly.

The water was surprisingly warm and Billy sat directly over the hole before drawing several large breaths and ducking under. Thanks to the light from the stone, he saw the tunnel clearly. He kicked hard, using rocks to pull himself forward. His lungs burned by the time he reached the end and broke the surface inside a small cave. Off to his right, a small beach covered in white sand awaited him. He climbed out.

Against the cave wall, a loop of heavy chain hung almost touching the ground. He held the stone high but the chain was lost in darkness. He pulled one side and when nothing happened, pulled the other. Loud clicks sounded from far above. He pulled again, hands racing. A tiny speck of light appeared high overhead. When the chain jolted to a stop, he jumped.

He began the swim back. Gouge saw light and swam the last twenty feet with the boy. They broke the surface together.

“What did you find?” Gouge gasped.

“A small cave with a chain pulley. I need to climb the peak.” “I’ll climb with you,” Gouge said.

The twins headed for the Water Lilly. The boys began the climb.

“That’s different," Billy said as they crested the summit

The silver disk had opened like a flower, six petals pointed skyward. Resting in the middle was a sarcophagus with a small hourglass about the size of a fist, cut from pure diamond and capped with gold at each end. All the sand rested in the bottom chamber. The boys moved closer.

“Pitter-Patter, what is that?”
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“I don’t know,” Billy said.

“I thought we had to smash the thing. That looks hard.” “Maybe not smash as in break but smash as in defeat.” The boys stared at the hourglass. “What do we do?” Gouge said.

Billy turned his back. “What we came here to do. Grab the Books.”

Gouge dug through the boy’s backpack and then handed him the Books. Billy flipped to the proper page. He began to read as Kalum taught him, pitching his voice, moving his fingers in the necessary complex patterns. He read part two from the second book and part three from the third. As he spoke the final word, the island rumbled. A hum filled the air. Small stones began to rise and the island rumbled again. The humming increased and the hourglass began to glow blue.

“Now what?” Gouge asked.

Thousands of tiny rocks hung suspended and the hum remained a continuous drone. The hourglass glimmered a constant cobalt. They waited a \moment, but when nothing else happened, Billy stepped closer and flipped the hourglass. With incredible time altered slowness, a single grain of sand began a long drift to the bottom chamber.

Overhead the gray clouds exploded with mottled reds and yellows and oranges. The hum grew until becoming a shriek. The island trembled and out at sea the water began to froth, whitecaps racing in every direction. The ruby and sapphire ring on Billy’s middle finger began to quiver. Gouge placed a hand on the scabbard of his basalt sword and looked confused.

“My sword is vibrating,” he said.

Hard winds blew from every direction. The blue light coalesced into a thin beam and turned pure white, lancing skyward from the hourglass. From horizon to horizon the clouds burst into brilliant rainbow colors which rapidly faded to white. The air crackled so loud both boys covered their ears. An instant later, all was calm. They stood atop the peak under a crystalline blue sky.

Curious, Gouge drew his sword. As the blade left the sheath, fire billowed, shrinking to waving petals of flame two feet high. The boys looked at each other.

“Did we?” Gouge asked, a huge grin slowly spreading.

“We did.”

The boys hugged fiercely, laughing.
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When the new Council informed of the charges and threatened with arrest, I smothered a laugh.

“The testee cannot surpass the tester.,” I replied. “Who among you can sit in judgement of me?”

The college elders huddled to deliberate and agreed to waive the arrest but insisted on a trial. This time I let the laugh ring loud.

“Stop this charade. I could level the prison. I could turn the judges to dust. Accept that my insight rules in matters such as these and move on. Have faith.”

— Ems Fick, the Witch
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Chapter 62

Every voice in her head screamed at once. Raga was on her feet in an instant, ripped from deep sleep, staggering blindly around the vast empty throne room. Shiloh sensed her distress and stood, nudging the girl. Raga hugged the thick neck and began to weep.

What’s happening to me?

All the voices spoke at the same time. Some overjoyed, some outraged, all alarmed and surprised. Something happened while she slept, something powerful enough to send reverberations down the hallways of her mind. The mob dwarfed her tiny voice. Shiloh anchored her to the moment, bristly coat and massive muscles a welcome reassurance, but the rising discord threatened to consume her. The multitude hammered away at her thin young barriers, clamoring to be heard, demanding action, yowling for attention. She squeezed her eyes shut. She whimpered and clung to sweet Shiloh, searching for some way to silence them.

A massive feminine presence blasted others to quiet. Raga reeled under the hammer blow, falling to her knees, opening her mouth to scream. This was nothing like the others. This was a hurricane given form. This was a voiceless apparition of staggering power. She wanted to dig her brain from her skull and be rid of this silent intruder but fear kept her clinging to Shiloh.

The Presence filled her awareness, crushed her intellect, swamped her mind and the minds of the others. Awe roared through her synapses, made her eyes ache, her heart clench. She struggled to breathe. Her blood boiled and her bones dissolved.

Only one voice dared speak; Nadlahee, low and strained, a reverent hiss; Malachite. The ancient Green!

Word raced through the throng; an Ancient! Where? Not in here with us! Malachite expanded within the girl, searching, confronting each mind before

discarding and moving on. A murmur of gossip swept the multitude. Malachite seeks me, Raga realized. Her mind wailed. Surely I will die!

The weight was immense and growing. The Presence brushed against the edge of her. She was so small. Malachite lumbered on, hesitated, and returned. Raga felt pinned against the stone, tiny, insignificant, a fragile vessel ready to shatter. The Presence swirled, a desire formed, words took shape.

Beloved Kin.

The thought blasted her soul, reverberating, shaking her bones to dust. The voices within held their breath, daunted, silenced. For the first time since they began speaking, Raga knew true silence. Here in this moment of pure chaos and blind panic, she was a calm puddle in a squall, a vase standing after the earthquake devastates. She’d battled for months, struggling to remain herself amidst their demands. Here in this quiet moment she understood she’d taken the worst and survived. They could not defeat her.

They owned only what she gave them.

Malachite names me Beloved Kin, she thought. To accept that is to lose myself again. I become but one of the voices in my head. I am Drakkadun, but I am more.
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“No,” she croaked, using vocal chords for the first time. Trembling but determined, she straightened her shoulders, faced the immense being within. She released Shiloh, resolved to stand on her own. “No,” she said again. “Raga. I am Raga.”

The Presence surrounded her, curious. The enveloping weight of an ocean crushed her but she clung fiercely to her newfound certainty.

Battered, she faced the Presence squarely and did not turn away.

“I am Raga,” she insisted.


Chapter 63

Ollie awoke with a start.

Confused, he turned on his side, determined to sleep again.

He could not. Some nameless feeling gnawed. With a huff, he threw back the blanket. He lit a candle and left the bedroom.

Something to eat then.

He padded down the dark hall to Sala’s kitchen. In the months since the party’s departure, he’d seen Kalum and Sala grow close. She’d invited them to share her home and the older scholars moved in days ago. Ollie was happy for his brother.

Billy had advised they leave town but Sala simply could not. She loved her little cabin. She loved the work she did for the SeaEnd library. No one knew of her connection to the scholars. She believed they were safe.

Ollie turned mistakenly at the intersection and collided with the couch.

Left to the backyard, right to the kitchen.

He began to turn around but stopped. On the mantle a glass figurine of a hummingbird vibrated briefly and then faintly glowed blue for several seconds. He lifted the ornament from the stand but found the smooth crystal normal in every way.

Far too wise to believe he’d imagined something, he hurried to wake his brother. Before he could tap on the bedroom door, Kalum opened it. Ollie saw they too were awake with candles lit. Sala sat on the bed in her nightgown inspecting an antique brooch.

Kalum held a bloodstone ring, his face a mask of worry. The brothers locked eyes. Neither wanted to speak first. Neither was willing to act a fool.

Kalum grinned. “I suspect our friends were successful.”

Ollie nodded slowly, showing the hummingbird. “Sala, your collection of interesting antiques just became far more valuable.”

Kalum nodded.

“We need to find promising young talent,” Ollie gushed. “We need to start training. We must petition the king to open the college. We must spread word that all may come for testing and those with the Gift will be admitted for instruction.”

Kalum joined in, equally excited. “We need to search the library for former tests, this time careful to screen for those with sociopathic intent. We must learn from history. We can admit no potential DireMages.”

Sala faced the two brothers. “This time you must allow girls to be admitted. If their parents cannot pay, the king must offer scholarships. Males and females crave power differently and create natural checks on each other. Females must be admitted.”
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Chapter 64

Sarden was deep in trance when the wave hit. The tingling started in his heart and radiated outward until his hands throbbed. After so many centuries he was slow to understand. Then he did.

Magic reborn!

He considered a trip to the catacombs but addressing the Initiates took precedence.

I must train them, he thought. I must show them the ancient arts. I stand across two worlds, in an instant the most powerful mage in history.

He turned his back on the secret door.

Taunting Dedathu must wait.

He entered the Hall of Sacrifice, surprised to find Molech waiting, book in hand. Did the wave affect him too?

He studied his Second.

No, he remains oblivious. I alone remember the old ways. The long wait is over. Magic has returned to EmberEarth. The Order will worship me when they see what I can do.

Molech lifted the book, finger pointed at a passage, a question on his face.

Sarden looked upon the man’s face with loathing.

Yet another question, he thought. I have no time for this simpleton. Choosing him as my second was a mistake. A mistake I will rectify tonight.

Only something as monumental as magic’s return could have distracted Sarden, but distracted was all Molech needed.

Beneath the book he carried a stiletto, four-bladed and etched with grooves to hold the poison. As Sarden reached for the offered tome, Molech scratched the back of the High Judge’s hand. Sarden drew back quickly, gazing in disbelief at the scarlet streak.

“No!” Sarden yelled, his tongue already sluggish. “You fool! Not now!”

His mind reeled. To survive for so long, to outwit and outmaneuver so many, only to be felled by a zealous idiot. Hope flared briefly that the poison was not fatal, that Molech sought only to force some favor. A glance into his eyes killed that hope. Paralysis spread rapidly.

He chose his poison well, the Judge thought.

He would have toppled had Molech not caught him. He tugged him to the Judge’s sleeping chamber, bolting the heavy wooden door. Molech heaved the ancient Bloodletter before the Rain of Tears.

“Speak,” he hissed. “Quickly, before the poison takes your voice. Speak and I’ll grant you the antidote. I must converse with the Red before I leave this place.”

Sarden had no time to wonder how Molech knew his secret nor if he lied or spoke truth. His one chance of survival lay in that antidote. His throat constricting, the High Judge uttered the password. The huge carving wavered, a seam of light split the wall which then rolled to each side, revealing the massive valve. Molech lay Sarden on the bedroom floor and ripped the Ring of the Order from the Judge’s finger.

So, the antidote was a lie.
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Molech moved to the wall and opened the valve. Acid bitterness ate Sarden alive. He wanted to scream but now the surging paralysis had taken his voice.

Magic returned to EmberEarth! I am the most powerful man in the world! Molech began the descent.

Sarden threw his rage at his dead limbs, demanding they move.

The fool is unaware. My only chance is Dedathu. Surely the dragon knows. If the beast mentions magic’s rebirth, Molech may see my value. I will grovel until I can turn the tables and when I do, Molech will suffer agony for years. His public death will be a symphony of suffering, arriving a fraction at a time.

Dedathu, awake, heard the valve open. The expected footsteps sounded lighter. Soon a tall gaunt man with long, stringy dark hair stood before him, eyeing the elaborate instruments of torture. The dragon detected the faint smell of Catasetum orchid, baratalc poison, and fresh blood.

“Come to free me?” Dedathu rumbled.

Molech froze mid-step. The beast’s voice triggered instantaneous panic and the Bloodletter forced himself calm. The primate in him wanted to run screaming.

Dedathu added fear to the list of scents. This man was no High Judge Kahlar.

This man had more ambition than judgment.

Molech waited. The creature was immense. Even collared and manacled, the restrained might of this being left Molech gasping for air.

How did Sarden accomplish this? Capture and containment…for centuries.

He begrudgingly raised his appraisal of the Judge.

“Free you? No. I offer a different coin.”

He waved vaguely at the instruments of torture, trying hard to seem casual. “I see no need for these horrid devices,” he said. “Share with me all you’ve

shared with the Judge and I will give you the Judge. Surely you desire revenge?” Dedathu almost laughed. Remove these devices? Does he know nothing of

alarsite? This arrogant child thinks he can buy me?

“You would never grant such favor,” the dragon said, his deep and powerful voice shaking the floor. “You mock me."

“No, Ancient, I assure you I do not. I can be trusted. Someday I will set you free. Unlike Sarden, I see you as ally. Give me what I want and I’ll hand Sarden to you.”

And waste a precious resource, the dragon mused. I hear your lie. Come closer.

Let me bite your head off.

The Great Red considered the offer.  “What is your name?”

“I am Molech Vilimaz and I was the Second here. Sarden lost his way and is no longer fit to lead. He cares only for personal power while I am loyal to the Order. I have a plan. Even now our army grows.”

“How can you deliver the High Judge?”

“A fair question.”

Molech climbed the long stairs to the bedroom, dragging Sarden behind him on his return. He dropped the Judge in front of Dedathu but out of reach and drew one of the many overhead chains. He looped the links around the old Bloodletter’s wrists and hoisted the stiff body. He stripped the man to the waist, taking Sarden’s Letting dagger for himself. From a nearby workbench he collected several small knives and pierced
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Sarden through arms and chest. The High Judge groaned. When he’d finished, Molech faced Dedathu.

“A gesture of good will,” he said, displaying his handiwork. “So you understand I have no loyalty to this fool. The paralysis will wear off soon. I’m sure you two have much to discuss.”

The dragon watched his nemesis writhe from pain.

“Very well, Molech. Ask.”

“How do I live forever?”

The same question every time. Dedathu expelled a long sigh.

“By accepting from others the years allotted to them. The spell to extend a life requires that the years be given willingly. Unlike most Golgothian spells, this time the victim cannot be coerced. I taught Sarden that spell eons ago. Now I will teach you.” Molech struggled to control his glee. Dedathu judged his new captor and found

him wanting; he underestimates Sarden, is unaware magic has returned to EmberEarth, has no idea of his own true desires and limitations, and knows nothing of alarsite, yet wonders not at all how Sarden could hold me these years. He asks the wrong questions and makes the wrong assumptions. This fool will not be long for this world.

The dragon turned his attention to Judge Kahlar, dangling from his wrists, toes barely touching the cave floor. Wholly incapacitated, yet eyes filled with fury, Dedathu saw the wheels within wheels turning inside the old Bloodletter’s mind.

Ha! He hopes I mention magic’s return and increase his value to this fool. He is the only true mage of EmberEarth yet cannot free himself from a simple loop of chain. What bitter fate.

The corners of the dragon’s scaly mouth curled. Sarden groaned in rage. “Molech?”

“Yes, Ancient Red?”

“Give me Sarden alive that I might swallow him whole. In my gullet, he will take a hundred years to digest, each minute in screaming agony.”

Molech shrugged. “As you wish, Ancient Red. Anything to gain your favor.”


Chapter 65

Raga faced the onslaught, legs trembling. The need to flee tormented her, but she fought the fear. She understood she faced Malachite, an ancient green.

You have iron, the dragon's mind rumbled.

She searched the voices inside, located Nadlahee.

You drew those symbols, Raga accused. You summoned her.

No, dear child, Nadlahee returned. Not her, them. I summoned them.

Excited murmurs raced through the throng.

Raga forced herself calm and aimed her inner eye deeper, moving through the multitude like brushing elbows through a crowd. She felt the silent passing of so many, discarding one presence after another until at last her mind touched something sharp. A tiny distant speck, solid amongst the ephemeral. She focused and moved closer, terror rising. She hardened herself and moved closer still. The speck grew and separated, becoming four. Five! The raw power left her breathless. Terror spiked. She was a monkey panicked by a lion’s roar. The multitude swirled around her and she steadied,
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understanding her lineage gave her the strength to stand before such might. She seized her terror, demanded obedience. Her iron returned.

Slowly, she commanded the inner voices silent again. One by one, she faced each Ancient. Some awake, some lost in slumber. Malachite, Chromulus, Vulgut, Al Khasrah. When she reached for the Red, she gasped. The Red suffered. She squeezed Shiloh in a pitying hug, discovered her animal covered in sweat. The horse sensed the entities within the girl and rightly trembled. Raga rested a small hand on the animal's forehead, connecting, calming. She lightly kissed the wet, bristly hair and pressed a cheek against a huge, muscular jaw.

Fear nothing, my loyal mare, she sent. You serve Drakkadun. No harm will come. She stepped to the vaulted doorway, cast her gaze to the horizon, seeking with

her eyes those her mind had already found.

Come, she called, urging them on. Come, your brother, Dedathu, needs you.


Chapter 66

Billy and Gouge descended the jagged peak quickly. Billy smelled the clean salty air, heard the gravel crunch beneath his feet. Gouge stopped and shielded his eyes as he turned a slow circle. “Is the sun…brighter?”

The boys sent their stare far out to sea. Everything was in crisp focus. The sun was brighter, the sky a darker shade of blue, the crash of the waves on the rocks, clearer. Even the wind was cleaner. They hurried down the steep decline.

The others stood on deck, waiting. Bast raised her fist and cheered when she saw the boys running towards them.

“What happened?” she cried, pointing up at the beam of light.

Gouge stopped and drew his sword. Wild petals of orange flame threw a red tint around. Shadows danced.

“Success!” he shouted.

Everyone hugged and cheered. Bast danced with Cinder.

Once on board, Billy and Gouge told them everything. Edmon was stunned to discover their mission.

“I told you not to come,” Bast insisted.

Tellin and Bin hugged their new champions and Bast kissed them each on the cheek. Edmon dropped onto a bench.

“This is historic,” he mumbled. “We’ll be remembered forever.” Gouge laughed. “Yeah, for better or worse.”

Bast faced the breeze. Clouds gathered overhead again. The winds picked up. “Pitter-Patter, is the sun…brighter?”

“Everything shines more keenly,” he answered. “EmberEarth is a place of magic once more. I see the changes everywhere. Your world is again a land of enchantment.”

“What do we do?”

“Return to SeaEnd. Open the college. Prepare to fight. The Bloodletters will come for the Codices and we have no idea how strong they are.”


Chapter 67
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Prebun Garthu swung the iron hammer. The spike went another inch into the blue ice. He swung again.

No one ever fished this far north. He expected to return home a hero. He swung again and cracks ran in random directions away from his spike. He set another. Thirty minutes later he had a hole wide enough for three lines. The tiny shed he’d constructed sheltered him from the wind. His clever hanging iron dish held the fire and kept him warm. He adjusted his considerable girth in the chair he'd built and wrapped his bear cloak. He tied the lines around a finger and shut his eyes. The fish would wake him. He needn’t sit and watch.

He awoke with a start and quickly checked his lines.

Slack. What woke me?

He waited. A deep groan ran through the ice, followed by a shudder. The floor tilted. The shed slid. He slipped the lines from his finger and exited the small shack. Another groan ran through the ice and across the lake massive cracks zipped and boomed. Ice crystals blew skyward.

An icequake?

The sheet lifted, threatening to topple him. His shed collapsed. The ice cracked with a boom and a massive spear of ancient black ice punched through, reaching into the sky until breaking under its own weight and crashing to the surface.

The entire frozen lake lifted from below. Prebun ran stumbling for the shore. Turquoise water sloshed where he had moments ago sat sleeping and the massive basin rose and split, driven upward by tremendous force.

The first spike punched through the glacier and sent bergs larger than houses flying. Prebun crouched behind a Redwood and watched. A frost-covered claw lifted from the icy depths and planted firmly on the ice, claws sinking deep. The ground shook. A serpent's coil lifted from the inky waters and a massive reptilian head reared. Water and ice sprayed in a vast plume.

Chromulus lifted her bulk from an icy grave. Air roared as she filled her lungs and then shattered as she trumpeted her rebirth, spreading her white leathery wings to the morning sun.

Dazzled, Prebun dropped to the ground, his legs no longer able to support him. Brilliant sunlight gleamed off her sparkling alabaster hide. Shimmering claws of facetted crystal and eyes of smoldering cobalt, the glory of her terrible beauty broke him and he sobbed as he had at his father’s funeral, years ago.


Chapter 68

With no mast, winds decided where the party sailed. The party spent the first day fighting the weather but exhausted themselves quickly and accepted they would eventually reach the shore.

All day Billy attempted a casting until, on the second day, a dart of blue light shot from his fingertips and blasted a whitecap, spraying steam. Everyone cheered and Billy held both fists over his head in triumph.

“Pitter-Patter is a wizard!” Bast yelled. “I knew it. I said so long ago.” “You did.”

“What else can you do?”
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“Nothing. These spells are incredibly difficult. I’ll need a lot of practice." He looked at the fading ripples of his blast.

"But I admit that was thrilling. Let’s see if I can do the same, but faster.”

The wind was constant and the party did little but wait. Four days later, a few hours after sunrise, Gouge spotted a dark line on the horizon. By noon they knew they headed for land. Hours later the prow ran ashore on dunes of fine yellow-red sand.

“Does anyone know where we are?” Billy asked. He looked to Edmon.

“These dunes match what I've heard of Firepan, a desert that runs along the north side of the Ironfang Divide. There is no southern route but if we follow the shore north, we should hit a town within a week. There is no crossing Firepan.”

They pulled the boat onto shore, packed the gear they could, and headed north.

“This is the wrong direction,” Gouge pointed out.

Everyone glared at him.

They quickly fell into their overland routine, although Cinder often came up empty from her evening hunt and the party slept on empty bellies. Billy continued his magical practice and made steady progress.

Five days later, exhausted and starving, they wandered into Tinal, a tired and dreary coastal town with a stream through the center which emptied into the Crater Sea. The people of Tinal dressed in tans and dull greens and were suspicious of everyone not Tinalian.

The party stopped at an inn and discovered Sef, Raga's birthplace, lay two weeks upriver. No one suggested they visit.

“Those idiots chased Raga out of town with torches and pitchforks,” Gouge complained. “I’m sure I’d just get in a fight.”


Chapter 69

Kalum moved through the vast halls of the palace, a little girl with short brown hair and chubby cheeks by his side, her eyes wide. After many turns they came to a heavy wooden door and Kalum knocked.

Inside, an obese man in fine silks greeted them and suggested they make themselves comfortable.

“How can I help you?” the government official asked, glancing at the child. “I understand you are one of His Majesty's sages? Does the library need more money?”

"No." Kalum looked at the little girl. “Show him, Nesa.”

The child pulled a glass bead from a pocket of her dirty dress. Her brow furrowed and, with the lisp of the young, she muttered several words. Her free hand described arcane patterns in the air. The bead lifted, rising a short distance above her palm. The shocked Minister moved his face an inch from the marble. He passed a hand under. When he met Kalum's eyes again, the sage saw fear.

“Yes," the elder librarian said. "I am pleased you understand. We must reopen the college. Magic has returned to SeaEnd.”

The Minister stood abruptly.

“Good God! How? I must inform his Lord Stanton at once. Please remain.” After the man had gone, the little girl looked at Kalum.

“Are we in trouble?”
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“No, Nesa.”

"Did I do something bad?"

"No, Nesa."

The little girl returned her attention to the marble.

Soon two guards arrived and escorted Kalum and Nesa to the massive brick throne room. The ceiling soared high overhead, supported by lofty pillars and painted sky blue accented with billowy clouds. Balconies ran along the sidewalls at three levels with vertical arrow slits evenly spaced. On the ground floor, huge oil portraits alternated with detailed tapestries depicting the history of SeaEnd. Each corner held an ornate chandelier as large as a stagecoach. The thump of Kalum’s heavy footsteps was accented by the tap of Nesa’s light ones. Nesa was daunted to tears. Kalum rested a comforting but commanding hand on her shoulder.

The king, a heavy, bearded man in his fifties and dressed in fine white silks and jewels, stood waiting by the throne, surrounded by guards and other palace officials. Kalum noted His Majesty carried a sword on his back and the worn pommel meant the weapon was not decorative.

At last they reached the king and without greeting the Lord of SeaEnd asked Nesa to repeat for him her demonstration earlier. Nesa opened her palm, exposing the marble, but the king paused the little girl with an open hand.

"Everyone out," he commanded. "Except you two."

Once the door closed behind the last of them, the king sat upon the throne and leaned forward attentively, resting an elbow on a knee. He gave her a nod to continue.

As before, Nesa gestured arcanely and muttered her words of power. The marble lifted from her palm. Nesa looked to Kalum, who gave a satisfied smile. The king scoffed.

“Go on,” he rumbled. “Your reluctance is plain, child. That old man is not your king, I am. You know more than you show. I see it. What else can you do?”

Nesa glanced nervously at Kalum.

"Ah,” said the king. “Now I understand. The sage is unaware. You’ve discovered something on your own, yes? But you're afraid of getting in trouble.”

The little girl looked at the ground.

“Worry not. My word is law. You're safe. Show me.”

Nesa covered the floating marble with both hands and whispered something between her fingers. She pulled her hands apart and the tiny black orb grew. As her hands separated, the sphere expanded until taller than a man, landing on the hard floor with a glassy clunk. Nesa shoved her hands towards the ball and the globe shot across the throne room, smashed a pillar, cracked a stone wall and sent a cloud of dust rising. The ball spun and ground to a halt. Kalum looked stunned.

The king turned to the old sage. “What do you need?”

Kalum roused himself. “We must focus on children. Mastery takes a lifetime so the younger we start, the better. Young minds do not know what's impossible.”

“We can use our public schools to search for gifted children,” the king said. “We can offer scholarships for parents who bring their child forward. You must tell me how to train our instructors. I presume you have tests for magical talent?”

“From ancient times, yes, my lord, but we must modify them.” “Why? If they worked then, would they not work now?”
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Kalum placed a hand atop Nesa’s head. “Females were excluded. They were overlooked, kept at home to perform duties around the house. College is an expensive venture and families can afford to send but one. I suggest this time the royal family absorb extra costs. Offer grants which can be paid back with a short enlistment after graduation.”

The king leaned forward. "Why? Why exclude females?"

The old sage drew Nesa close. “Acceptance to the college carries great prestige. Too many fathers, believing it reflected well upon their houses, saved the honor for sons, ignoring daughters who would one day marry and take a new name. We cannot make that mistake again.”

The king shook his head thoughtfully. “Done. Who will teach at this college?” “The library has records of everything; curriculum, text books, tests, best

practices for instructors; many who work at the library will make excellent professors.” The king leaned back, eyes dancing. “I will bring your vision to life, sage.” Lord

Stanton rose from his throne to place a hand on the massive glass marble. “But tell me, why now? Why has magic returned? This should be a joyous occasion yet I feel a distant dread. What do you know that I do not? You’ve come prepared, before all others. How did you know?”

Kalum met the king’s eyes. “I fear your reaction to bad news, Lord.” “Nonsense. Do I slaughter my pig hoping to anger my neighbor? Speak. My

spies tell me of Shub, where Bloodletters and their mercenary horde have taken control. Are the events connected? Has the pendulum swung? Do we face the old wars again?”

“They are, and we face the final war. The battle for EmberEarth.”

The king dropped heavily into his throne. “Tell me all you know, sage.”

Kalum did. He spoke of Billy and the journey from Piltower. He spoke of Angel's Rise and the grave they hoped to find there. Finally, he spoke of the plan to free magic, and Billy’s obvious success.

The king pondered a long time. At last, he motioned to Nesa. “Your first pupil?” “Yes. An orphan. I found her scratching at the earth, digging a grave for her

mother. The frozen soil was too hard and she grew angry. With a wave of her hand, dirt buckled and convulsed, leaving a crude trench. Her gift is unlike any and we must study to learn more. There is much we do not understand. There must be hundreds like her. We need help.”

“Do we?"

“Yes, Majesty. We know nothing of our enemy. If the rumors out of Shub are true, the Bloodletters have made their first move.”

“You believed we needed a magic of our own."

"Yes, Lord."

"You made a choice for all peoples, but here is my concern; if the Bloodletters gain our magic they have both. The High Council fought hard to avoid that fate.”

“That is true, Lord.”

“What assures our victory this time?”

"We have no assurances, Majesty. We can only fight with all our strength."
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The swift magical advances made after the creation of the Codices cannot be overstated. No period in history comes close. Understanding and illumination opened doors to understanding and illumination. Light banished darkness on every front, a rush of enlightenment swept the globe.

Yet a gnawing concern pestered my mind, and as years passed I learned a deeper understanding; the birth of knowledge is the death of mystery.

— Journal of Haylan Pil, Mage to the High Council
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Chapter 70

Old Man Veeck Crung saw the rotting sturgeon floating in the same spot for weeks. Moldy fronds and putrid insect carcasses sat anchored as well. Veeck knew that was the way of the swamp.

Out on his flatboat today, Veeck noticed everything suspended in the rancid muck slowly drifted away from a large central point. He poled closer and discovered beneath the murky water redworms left their burrows. Soft-shelled swamp ticks and blind sludge snakes climbed from the slime which housed them. Every creature retreated. Tiny methane bubbles popped. He tore a speck of duckweed bread and dropped it on the surface. Like everything, it recoiled too.

Veeck lay on his stomach, casting his gaze across the surface, spying a slight rise, a broad dome of black water.

Something's coming up, he concluded.

The Diremarsh shuddered. A deep, low groan rose from the guts of the earth.

Old Man Veeck Crung poled for his shack.

Around midnight a quivering swamp woke him and he walked to the edge of his dilapidated wood porch. He tilted an ear to the swamp. He’d lived here all his life, like his father, and his grandfather, and every male Crung going as far back as the stories they told. He had more bog knowledge than any man living, yet he’d never heard of anything like this.

Now the larger creatures of the night voiced their fear. The black swan hollered a garbled cry and the coypu sounded their worried little clicks. Veeck stepped to the water’s edge. Alligator and gar swam side by side, as did anaconda and red-tailed newt. All creatures of the vast marsh migrated as one.

Who am I to stay when they say go?

Veeck grabbed fresh socks and his backpack then down the steps to his flatboat. Behind him, mangrove trunks cracked and deep water gurgled. A sucking sound started low but grew until birds took flight. Veeck poled fast. The marsh shuddered again, rattling his bones, toppling ancient trees. The sucking sound behind him became a roar.

Curiosity won. He had to know. He planted his pole and swung the boat around and was immediately glad he'd stopped.

At least one man was here to witness, he thought, awestruck.

The first of three horns pierced the mud from below. A massive snout broke through. A spike-covered hide shed dripping mud. As the huge reptile dug out, black hide caught moonlight. Covered with pustules and caustic sweat, the beast pulled himself free of the muck. Gasses from two miles deep blasted fumaroles around his heaving bulk. Veeck saw yellow-green acid ooze over gums and drip from teeth longer than his arm.

Vulgut strained until his enormous tail pulled free from the slurping silt and lashed the fetid water. The beast lifted his eyes to the moon and bellowed; a shrieking, deafening blast.

Pride fled. A dragon sleeping beneath my feet and I never knew.

Vulgut stretched mud covered wings and beat the air, splattering Veeck with flecks of slime and buffeting him with gusts, almost knocking him into the water. The old man began to weep.
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Glorious.

Vulgut gathered himself and launched, colossal wings scooping thick, pungent air. The black dragon hung suspended for a moment until another beat of those giant wings. Muck and mire rained from his body as he rose.

Old Man Veeck Crung sat in his flatboat, dumbfounded. Like the dragon, something buried deep stirred.


Chapter 71

“Those are the men who attacked my caravan,” Edmon hissed. “They’ve enslaved the people of Shub.”

From their hiding spot on the hill, Billy and his friends gazed on the awful truth.

The scale of the mining operation was immense.

“There must be a thousand Bloodletters,” Billy whispered. “And even more mercenaries. Those poor people.”

“Can we help them?” Bast pleaded.

She looked to Gouge. Tellin spoke first.

“No, Bast. See? No kids among the slaves. The Bloodletter's command obedience by holding their children hostage at Shub. Even if we freed these poor people, Shub is many weeks away. They’d have no food, no water. To free them is to kill them. We'd need an army to take Shub first.”

They'd left Tinal weeks ago, booking passage to Gion. Six days later they entered Parth from the east. After a day to resupply, they’d taken the road north where Edmon had asked if they could investigate Shub, as any survivors from his original party would be found there. The party agreed.

Now, from their perch among the rocks of Sawtooth Spine, the party watched as forced labor gutted the mountain of her gold.

Tellin said: “That much wealth flowing to the Gray Robes will expand their power rapidly. They’ve remained hidden for centuries. Why step into the light now? They must know they’ll be met with force.”

“Are you sure about that?” Edmon asked. “Lecan is the only kingdom close enough to act and they suffer from internal strife. Brother fights brother for the throne and the nation spirals towards civil war. They’ll have no will to save strangers.”

Bast stiffened. “My brother and I will not return to Lecan,” she said.

The scale of the cruelty crushed Billy. Thousands of innocent townsfolk knew the lash or the fist.

Billy saw the Bloodletters would work these people to death. Bitterness twisted his stomach.

“We must walk away,” Gouge cautioned.

Nobody moved. One by one Gouge pushed them away, nudging them down the slope. Nobody spoke. Bast began to weep.

They dodged Bloodletter patrols for three days as they headed for Flatwater. Only Gouge slept well. The others tossed fitfully, haunted by what they’d seen. The party hiked in silence, reentering Greenedle forest. At night, Billy studied his spellbook, Bin, the Akitu.
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The snap of a branch brought Gouge to his feet, facing a dark wall of pine. Six men, dressed in brown and green leathers and with swords drawn, stepped into the clearing.

“Hello, puppies,” the leader said. “You look awfully well dressed for a walk in the park. How about you hand over your purses and we’ll be on our way?”

Billy opened his mouth to speak but Gouge was faster. “Try to take them,” he said. “I’ve been craving a fight for days.”

"You're out numbered, lad."

Gouge smiled.

“I admit there are six of us and six of you,” the leader said. “But two of you lost a hand somewhere and one is a boy. Hand over your coin. Let’s not get messy.”

Something in the way he said six of us tickled Billy’s brain and he spun to quickly scan the forest behind them, spying furtive movement among the deep shadows.

“There are men behind us,” he announced.

The leader took a menacing step forward. “That’s right children, there are. Coin and jewelry if you please.”

Gouge whipped his broadsword free and billowing flame filled the clearing with crimson light.

The leader stepped back, eyeing the flaming blade. “What the hell?”

Next Gouge drew the short sword Sherrod had given him. Edmon and Tellin drew their weapons too. Billy heard the thrum of a bowstring.

“Gouge, behind you!”

An arrow flashed through the clearing. Gouge smoothly stepped aside and sliced the missile in flight. The six brigands charged. Billy faced the wall of needles and raised a hand, quickly reciting the spell he’d learned. A blue dart shot from his hand. A cry of pain told them Billy had found his mark.

Bast screamed for Cinder.

Bin partially drew his short sword but then slammed the blade into the sheath. Three men, dressed like the others, stepped from the shadows. Billy chanted again. The men drew swords and charged. Billy saw one man bore a scorch mark and another blue dart flew, taking the man off his feet. Bin muttered a prayer and a fist of yellow light formed in the air. Bin swung at a bandit but missed.

The outlaw charging Bast was only two steps away when a black streak slammed into his legs and sent him tumbling. He screamed as the sounds of deep growling and tearing flesh filled the clearing.

Gouge dodged until an opening appeared and then he sliced or stabbed as Sherrod had taught him, bursts of fire followed by screams of pain. Wild shadows danced in the light of his sword. Tellin was more aggressive than Gouge but neither compared to the fighting violence of Edmon. The older warrior battered aside defenses and hacked into brigand arms and legs. The thieves quickly discovered this was no easy band of lost children. Tellin took a slash across the ribs as Bin summoned chains of yellow light to bind his opponent. Gouge was a blur, cutting and slashing until his enemies bled from many wounds.

Edmon shattered his opponent’s sword and drove his weapon deep into the man’s chest, who fell with a gurgle. He pinned the body with a foot and ripped his blade

204


free and seconds later his other foe lay bleeding on the ground. Edmon suffered a cut to his forehead but remained otherwise unfazed, searching for his next target.

“Protect Bast!” Gouge shouted, and Edmon leaped the campfire to guard the girl. Billy sent two more darts into his enemy but the burly man kept coming. Edmon

blocked the man’s path, unleashing a flurry of powerful swings, sending the bandit staggering. Tellin took several wounds before finally dispatching the first of his enemies. With blood running down his arm, his pommel became slick and he struggled to hold his weapon. He turned an ankle on a stone and his opponent pressed the attack, slipping a blade inside Tellin's defenses. Gouge heard a strangled cry and moved to help his friend, but three armed adversaries proved too much. He couldn’t defend Tellin and himself. Despite his speed, he barely held his ground.

Tellin collapsed into the grass.

Cinder dispatched the man who threatened Bast, tore out the throat of the man wrapped in yellow chains, and then pounced on the back of one of the men fighting Gouge. Able to concentrate on two, Gouge soon found the openings he needed and cut his enemies down one after the other.

A moment later Edmon disarmed Billy’s adversary and stood over him, sword raised for a killing stroke.

“Edmon, hold!” Billy yelled.

Bast ran to Tellin but she was too late.

Billy knelt by his fallen enemy, unaware of Tellin’s fate. “Are there more of you?” he demanded.

"No."

The man kept a wary eye on Edmon.

“Where’s your camp?" Billy said.

The bandit jerked his chin back the way they'd come. Billy stood.

“Watch him,” he told Edmon. Then, to Gouge: “Come with me."

Gouge met his eyes, his expression grim. Billy looked across the clearing. Bast covered her eyes, trying to hold back tears.

Tellin Mack lay unmoving at her feet.

Billy knelt beside her, slipping an arm around her shoulders. Bin began a prayer.

Edmon stayed with the prisoner and let the others grieve.

“Get up,” he told the captive. “You need to dig a grave.”

“What about my companions?" the outlaw said. "They deserve burial too.” Edmon looked at the bodies scattered around the campsite.

“We’ll leave them to feed the forest creatures. You ambushed children at night. You have no honor. I'll not respect your dead with a proper burial.”

He shoved the man with a foot.

After a time, Billy and Gouge slipped away to search for the robber’s camp. There were no tracks to follow but soon they entered a clearing with bedrolls and knapsacks. Additional weapons leaned against tree trunks, water skins hung from branches, a small blackened fire pit sat in the middle.

They searched the camp thoroughly and discovered several bulging coin sacks, which Gouge tied to his belt. When they returned to their camp, Billy sat next to the captive. “What’s your name?”

“Gert. What’s yours, boy?”
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“Pitter-Patter.” He showed the coin bags. “You had plenty of money. Why attack us? Nice clothing or not, how much money coins can a group of kids have? Doesn’t make sense.”

The bandit looked around nervously. “Ransom," he said. "We were looking to sell you to the Gray Robes. They need more labor and pay well.”

Anger rose in Billy. “Instead I’ll sell you to them,” he taunted.

The man’s face went pale. Billy left the man and returned to his friends.

“What will you do with him?” Bast said.

Billy shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m sick of his kind. They’re endless. Hand him a short sword and send him on his way, I suppose.”

Bast was relieved.

“I could kill him quick and painless,” Gouge offered.

“I’ve had enough death for one night,” Bast said.

"Thanks to him," Gouge countered.

Bast was too tired to argue.

“He’ll kill you the moment he’s free," Gouge said. "He’s forfeited any mercy. If I’d stabbed him during the fight you’d be fine but now you want to show him kindness. I’m a murderer if I kill him.”

“He’s the murderer," Bast said. "If you kill him while he’s helpless then you are just as bad as him.”

“Not true. I've been a decent person my whole life. All that loyalty and sacrifice don't disappear with one act. He’s scum. He attacked children. He sells people into slavery. I can kill him during the fight or kill him after. When he dies makes no difference. He tried to kill us and would again if given the chance. How do you forget so quickly?”

Bast turned pleading eyes to her friends but found only hard stares.

“I’ll spare him," Gouge said. "For you. But we deal with life and death out here. I’m not being cruel, I’m being fair. I’m being fair to us.”


Chapter 72

Raga left Shiloh and the Drakkadunian temple far behind, wandering to the edge of the cliffs overlooking the Emerald Ocean. She could avoid this day no longer.

She'd learned these ruins were once called Highpoint, capital of the Drakkadun nation. She’d wandered among the voices in her head, listening to the history of her people, hearing of the slow decay of humans, lost without their natural leaders, reduced to subsistence survival, animal competition, and constant war.

Humans were only a few generations from extinction.

They needed her. They needed her to rule. Some would resist, fighting to keep their little patch of ground, their little cup of power, but she’d sweep them aside.

For the greater good.

But first, today, and the task at hand.

Silvera had disappeared.

Raga was not so naïve to think the woman had given up.

I cannot allow her rebellion.
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By confronting each of her ancestors, demanding their respect, insisting this was her time to live, she bent them, one by one, to her will. As each descendant retreated, Raga discovered her own voice.

Today Silvera and I reach an understanding.

Raga needed the enchantress. With her plans for EmberEarth, she needed every resource she could find. But Silvera would not be silenced.

At the top of the cliff, an ancient Bristlecone Pine clung to the rocks and fought for life. Raga searched her memories and found a sad young boy sitting here, staring out to sea, longing for the return of a father. In those memories, the tree was smaller and covered in green needles. Now the twisted trunk looked dead. One stubborn branch clung to life.

Raga had sacrificed weeks in the minds of others; falling in love, burying a husband, watching her baby’s first steps. She'd absorbed all they had, losing herself, for a time, before clawing her way out, back to the present, back to herself. She'd grown stronger with every union. One by one they came to understand and accept.

Raga sat with her back against the Bristlecone and the cool ocean breeze in her long red hair, shifting easily from sad little boy to herself. She closed her eyes.

Come, Silvera. We must talk.

Nothing changed, but she’d expected that. She called again. The enchantress would appear. Everyone summoned did. She called again. And again.

The sun moved across the sky. Shadows lengthened. Raga sat patiently, calling.

I am in command, she reminded herself. They must answer. Even this one.

She watched the seagulls ride the air currents and remembered a ship's sail on the horizon and a little boy's joy. She called again; I am Beloved Kin, and I insist.

A gossipy hum wafted through her mind, indignation mostly, but Raga calmed them. She will come. Patience.

The voices stilled, but then tension filled the silence. Raga was confused for an instant and then understood; She was here.

I hear you, little one, Silvera said.

Raga stood her ground. You know why I called. You must comply.

A wave of defiance smashed Raga's psyche. Silvera fought for control but Raga was prepared. Raga was focused. She allowed the sorceress to stomp inside her mind, venting centuries of frustration and rage.

I have work to do! Silvera ranted. I left so much behind!

Raga breathed deeply, comforting and reassuring. She listened well, waiting, and then, with authority, assumed command.

NO. Enchantress, your time is past. I am Drakkadun. I live. My time is now.

Silvera protested, raging against injustice, fuming over unfulfilled dreams.

I wanted a child! My husband betrayed me!

Raga had a flash of insight, a possible path forward.

And I wanted a mother! she said. We are more alike than different. I need you. I will be your child. Be my mother.

Silvera fell silent. More than silent, Silvera disappeared. Raga felt the gaping hole where the woman had been.

I've said too much, she probed. I pushed too hard.

No…This isn’t fair. I wasn’t ready.
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Raga recognized the moment. Every voice within had uttered some version of these words before consenting.

Be my proud vicarious mother. I have much to learn from you. Stand by my side.

Help me heal this world.

Silvera's presence shrank. The older woman’s anger and frustration diminished.

Raga waited.

Yes, Silvera said.

Raga, carefully, respectfully gracious: I will need so much from you.

A long moment of silence as Silvera accepted her new place and then; I will guide you, my child. Tell me your plans.

Elation filled the young girl. Her vision was grand and she'd need every ally to realize her dream. Raga opened her mind and heard Silvera gasp.

You aim high, child

We can build paradise, Raga insisted. Drakkadun will rule again. One loving queen to guide them. I, we, shall steer humankind away from their perilous course. They cannot see what they do but I, with my multitude, can. I will drive darkness from EmberEarth. I cannot undo injustices, but I can ensure they happen to no more.

A Drakkadun on the throne of the world, Silvera said, rapturous.

With you, all of you, by my side, ruling with me.

A thrill ran through the enchantress and Raga joined her exaltation.

We’ll accomplish so much good, Raga thought. Humanity will lose some free will but such a small price to pay for peace and security.
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The lesson of the Abandoned Age has been lost.

Long ago, mighty civilizations, nations and cultures far more advanced than today, spread across EmberEarth. Knowledge was revered. The riches of the universe were laid bare and the splendor of these treasure surpassed the wildest imaginations. Paradise was born.

But it is the doom of man that the more he has, the less he shares, and greed replaced the desire for knowledge. Those with power craved more until all the world became bitter rivals. Crops were attacked as easily as armies. Plague and famine became weapons of war. The horrors unleashed were limited only by imagination. EmberEarth was decimated, destroyed by the same knowledge which had transformed her into paradise.

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 73

In the end, Billy handed the brigand his sword and sent him on his way.

The patrols became fewer as they put Shub behind them. Four weeks after the death of Tellin, the party walked out of the wilderness and into Flatwater.

Edmon was right. A ship bound for SeaEnd was easy to acquire. They set sail on the Salty Mistress a day later and with strong current and early fall winds, SeaEnd soon rose on the horizon.

"What is that?" Billy said, pointing towards the city.

Windham Keep, the four-sided spire rising above SeaEnd, was now wrapped in billowing sheets of orange flame, sending the clear message the college of mages was again open. SeaEnd was alive with the return of magic. Colorful streamers snapped in the wind from every minaret and the trees were decorated with colorful ribbons.

The wharfs were busy. Ships arrived daily loaded with hopeful young candidates and their parents. Few would be accepted and fewer still would go on to learn the Art, but for the first time in history the college was open to all.

Ollie, Kalum, and Sala were thrilled to see their friends again but saddened by Tellin’s death. Bloodletters were seen after the party set sail but soon disappeared.

“They were called away to something awful," Ollie said.

“You mean Shub,” Billy said.

“Yes, Pitter-Patter. How do you know?”

“We visited the town on our journey home. We couldn't help the townspeople.” “The King of SeaEnd is aware," Kalum said.

“Good. We'll need a place to stay and something to eat.” "And a bath," Bast said. "I'll find us rooms."

“You can stay with us," Sala offered. "Kalum and I married while you were away. Silly at our age, but we’re happy.”

Everyone was shocked and then hugging and shaking hands.

“That’s wonderful news,” Billy said.

Bast agreed. "Nothing silly about love," she said. "Or maybe love is utterly silly but who cares?"


Chapter 74

Isabella’s Revenge bobbed on a calm sea. First Mate Rodurt noted the flights of seagulls far overhead, beating the wings hard as if fleeing. Curious, he dropped his gaze to the smooth green water surrounding him.

“Captain! What is that?”

The captain of the galleon looked where his first mate pointed. A swell of seawater broke the surface and rose to a massive dome. Fishes kicked hard to escape, arching through the air before splashing into the ocean; tuna, porpoise, dolphin, and even a whale, fled in terror.

“Come about!” the captain yelled.

The crew flew into action.
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The swell continued to grow, rising above the surface, churning the waters. Seaweed and dark sand from the deep rolled and tumbled. A wispy cloud formed just above and Captain Jesen knew water that cold could come only from the ocean floor.

"Move like you want to live!" the captain shouted.

A burst of speed raced through the crew. The ship’s momentum had carried them closer despite their efforts to turn. The rise of seawater was now as high as the mast and the bubble continued to expand. Jesen shouted orders and his men moved fast. The ship began her slow turn. The dome rapidly grew larger. He took command of the helm and added his weight to Rodurt's efforts. The ship's timbers shuddered, shaking the big wheel. The rush of water reached them and men panicked, several jumping overboard. Jesen demanded the closest man drop the starboard anchor.

"We'll pivot on the line and then cut ourselves free!"

The wall of water was so close the captain could no longer see the whole thing. Grit and foam swirled within, revealing to him the strength of the current creating the bubble. His gaze went up and up and up. In that moment, he knew.

“Abandon ship!” he cried. “Grab what floats and pray!”

Men lashed themselves to timbers. Some jumped the rail. Absurd, he knew; the staggering weight of the water will smash every bone, burst bodies like grapes. Animal fear rose but then crested, and broke.

A strange calm spread through him. As his crew frothed in terror, Jesen's mind wandered, offering a quick review of the life he'd led.

A few regrets, he admitted. Hoarding water on Borena Island. Abandoning those kids on the Ardent. He rubbed a hand over his face. I was young. I would act differently today. He saw dark movement within the swell. Jayne, he thought, nodding. I should have married Jayne.

The form took shape and Jesen stumbled backward.

Impossible.

Others saw the shape too. Somewhere, a sailor started mindless screaming. The creature was huge. Massive. A long reptilian body and enormous wings,

beating water as easily as air. A gargantuan head, larger than the galleon, turned on a serpentine neck. An enormous unblinking eye looked directly into his soul.

The Presence blew through his mind like a moth's wing. Every lie lay exposed. Every cheat. Every dishonorable thing he'd done lay bare. Jesen covered his face in shame and began to weep.

The wall of water broke, crashing on the ship, smashing wood to splinters, battering flesh and bone, snapping lines until the vessel disintegrated beneath their feet. Men and cargo went into the water. The beast left the sea like an explosion.

The dragon’s trumpet roar deafened everyone.

As the wings cleared the water they beat once and hurricane gusts tore sails from masts. Isabella’s Revenge was no more.

Remaining at the helm had saved him. Pain wracked his body. He clung to the mainmast and floated on the surface, stunned to be alive. Ripley, Isabella’s boatswain, lay tangled in rope and clung to a timber as well.

“Captain,” Ripley croaked. “We saw a dragon, right? A dragon, Captain Jesen.” Jesen nodded slowly. High above, a black dot vanished through the clouds,

driving wings with purpose.
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“We did, Ripley, and the Gods spared us as witness.” Captain Jesen looked around at the open ocean.

“Although in a few days, we may wish they’d let us die with the others.”


Chapter 75

The Codices were returned to their pedestals, from which they'd been plucked over a thousand years prior, during a private ceremony in the top chamber of Windham Keep. The wreath of flame outside filled the small room with an orange glow. Billy handed the Books to the King of SeaEnd who replaced them without fanfare.

Kalum, Ollie, and a council of the king's advisors established the rules for access. Kalum believed they had years of work ahead to decipher the secrets written there. The first students were barely unpacked but Kalum knew a day would come when the new wizards of Windham Keep would seek the Codex lore.

The King of SeaEnd quietly increased the size of his armed forces.

Weeks later, Billy was near the same jeweler who appraised his ring. The man had said such rings often had magical abilities. He entered the shop. The man remembered the ring.

“Give me an hour and five silver, little Lord, and I’ll have your answer.”

He paid the man and returned to the streets, shopping for school supplies. He’d stopped for a cup of fruit when a finely dressed entourage marched up the street from the harbor. Billy choked on an orange when he recognized Prince Audric of Appacca.

Why is the Prince of Appacca at SeaEnd?  he wondered. I must tell Bast.

Billy retraced his steps to retrieve his ring.

“Good news,” the merchant gushed. “Touch these three stones to send yourself anywhere you can see. The farther you jump the greater the risk.”

"Risk?"

"Appearing inside something solid."

"Oh. How often?”

“Three times a day.”

He thanked the man and left, discovering the ring cut travel time nicely. When he arrived, he found Bast and Cinder eating lunch.

“I saw Prince Audric today," he said

“What? Where? Why?”

“By the docks. Surrounded by courtiers and headed for the palace. I don’t know why he’s here.”

Bast pondered a moment and returned to her meal. Billy waited but when she said nothing, he went to his room. School on EmberEarth was much harder than New York. Here he went every day, twice a day. Going to school made him miss his mom. He reminded himself when he returned she’d never know he’d been away.

Unless I die here, he thought.

Thoughts of death turned his mind to the Bloodletters.

Too much left unknown. What are their plans? How large an army did the gold buy? What do we face?

He chewed a fingernail, daunted by the tasks facing him. People shouted outside so he opened his bedroom window. Townsfolk stood in the street and craned their
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necks to view something high above. On his way through the living room he told Gouge to join him. They followed the gaze of the others and saw a black dot twisting and looping high above the clouds, occasionally releasing tiny puffs of white dust which drifted slowly before scattering. Murmurs swept the crowd as onlookers tried to figure out what was happening. Gouge shielded his eyes from the sun.

“What have we done?” he asked a moment later.

The nervous crowd turned to face him. He looked Billy in the eyes.

“That’s a dragon," he said.

“Dragons are extinct,” Billy said.

Gouge laughed once, like a dog's bark. “I'll let that one know. He’s chasing a flock of geese and blasting them with his breath. He eats them. Hey, remember the big symbol Raga always drew before dinner? Do you think—ow!”

Billy had thumped Gouge in the chest to shut him up.

"Our neighbors don't need to hear that," Billy said.

Billy and Gouge watched long enough some of the puffs drifted over them, a fine talc of pure white powder. Gouge opened his mouth to the sky.

“Salt?”

Billy drew a finger down Gouge's sleeve. “Yup," he agreed, tasting. "Sea salt.” They looked skyward again. The flock was scattered. The black dot made a final

loop, gobbling feathered carcasses before aiming for the north-east horizon with strong beats of leathery wings.

“A green, salt breathing dragon," Gouge muttered. "Crazy.” “You mean black.”

“No, Pitter-Patter, I mean green. Dark green. My eyes are better than yours.”


Chapter 76

Sarden Kahlar cursed his terrible fate. He’d hung by his wrists for three days. Sensation had ceased so not even the knives through his flesh hurt anymore. His lone agony now was thirst. Dedathu taunted the Supreme Judge.

“The alarsite you placed binds us both,” the Red teased. “I'd free you if I could. Offer you a long draught of cool water.”

Sarden saved his breath. The paralysis was gone but mobility was no benefit. Without his Letting daggers or the use of his hands, magic was beyond him. Molech had stumbled into a proper wizard confinement. A gag would have provided a final level of protection but days of hanging rendered the gag unnecessary. Sarden could not move his fingers. A swollen tongue prevented speech.

Dedathu chuckled. “You’ll go mad soon, old friend. Hunger and thirst may kill you but surely your mind will go first. Such a simple spell to free you yet you cannot cast. Even a mind as powerful as yours has limits. Molech will raise the dripping dagger banner across the world. You will see nothing but these walls. I wonder how long he'll keep you alive. Not long, I suppose. He seems the fool.”

Dedathu was right. Rage rose in the Judge.

How could I be so stupid? he wondered.
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Dedathu stretched his long neck, enduring the painful razor barbs to lap at the nearby well. He took care to slop as much water as possible. The Supreme Judge glared at the sweet liquid in agony. Unable to remain silent, Sarden tilted his head and groaned in frustration.

Dedathu snickered.


Chapter 77

Initiate Kyle Desmick circled the tomb a final time. Nervous workmen shoveled gravel. Desmick knew this chamber must be sealed but many questions remained and Kyle hated unanswered questions.

"You hesitate, my lord?" Xal Mudes asked.

Kyle waved at the complex runes covering the walls. "What do the carvings mean? Why does that rich vein lead to this crypt?"

Xal glanced at the thick branch of gold meandering along the wall. The vein ran across the chamber and through the carved runes, then directly under the tomb before heading up the far wall and angling for the surface.

"Gold runs where it will, my lord."

"Nonsense, Xal. You're crew foreman. Think. If that gold was here when they created this chamber, they would have mined it." Kyle ran a hand along the large stone tomb. "Whomever sleeps within these walls created it."

Xal shook his head, confused. "How is that possible, Lord?"

"I don't know. I feel it. That vein was sent to the surface to tempt us to dig, to bring us here. Bait for foolish men."

Xal took a step away from the crypt, careful to avoid the rich red sap running down the walls. Kyle had determined the scarlet fluid was mineralized water so full of dissolved iron it appeared as blood.

"And we came," Desmick continued. He placed his cheek against the smooth stone. "Why did they bury you so deep? How long have you waited?"

"You speak as if the interred yet lives, my lord."

"Does he not? You believe him dead but does he not yet bleed?"

Initiate Desmick dipped a finger into the ruby syrup and touched the viscous fluid to his tongue, rolling the acrid taste of rust around his mouth. "Enough," he said at last. "Bury this crypt and my questions too."

Xal gestured to the workmen and the first bag of gravel entered the chamber. Xal gave rapid instructions and the crew moved to carry them out.

"We'll have this sealed in less than a day, my lord," Xal said.

Kyle gave a small nod. “Fill and pack,” he instructed. “Every inch of this room must be buried. Then backfill the tunnel too. Seal everything.”

The workmen were eager to comply.


Chapter 78

Nurid Al Kalal knew what his punishment would be well before the tribal elders issued the decree; Mus-Harlm: The Walking Death.
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I'll be taken far into the desert and left without food or water, the closest village more than four weeks away. The Gods will lead me either to death or salvation, thus absolving tribal elders.

He looked at the chains which bound wrists and ankles.

Funny how the Gods always choose death.

He rode in the back of a covered sled pulled by four brunts and led by two scrubmen, deaf by tradition so he could offer no bribe to spare his life.

Not that I have anything to bargain.

The sled rose and fell with the curve of each dune, the hot climbing steadily as they moved farther into the Burnt Waste. The brunts covered the distance with little rest but even they have limits. Five days later the scrubmen reined them in. One scrubman gave them food and water and the other marched Nurid to the Judging Stone, a natural dais deep in the Waste.

Nurid faced the sun as the ritual demanded and the scrubman looped the thin chain through the eyelet fixed in stone. The charges were read against him. After a ceremonial parting bow, the scrubmen left Nurid. The accused heard the sled pull away.

Nurid pulled the chain immediately as his bonds were cosmetic. He discovered the weakest link and folded the metal repeatedly. The ritual required he free himself and fight to live. To summarily execute a scrubman brought disfavor from the Gods. Scrubmen comforted themselves with the knowledge every man was given a chance to survive. After countless centuries and thousands of condemned, none ever had.

The chain broke.

He climbed to the top of the nearest dune and saw an ocean of sand in every direction. Already the sun ripped moisture from his body. He knew the absolute pointlessness of fighting but had to anyway. The sled was already a speck in the distance. He knew that path and no hope would be found there. Better to pick a direction and take the chance. He pulled his tunic to also cover his head.

Hopelessness nipped at him but he fought back. He may be swallowed by despair in time, but not yet. He faced the opposite horizon and put boot to sand.

Deep vibrations thrummed beneath his feet. Sand flowed like water and the dune rose. He jumped aside, expecting an attack from below, but discovered every dune rose. The low vibrations grew into a hiss. He struggled to remain standing. All around sand spilled and poured, a massive dome flowing in every direction.

A massive talon, four-fingered and big as a cottage, surged from below. Rounded knuckles and razor claws, polished bronzed scales and leathery hide, the gargantuan claw tore through the surface and landed on solid ground with a whump. The shock toppled Nurid. Farther back bony plates like shark fins broke the surface. A second claw punched through and an enormous reptilian head lifted from the billowing dust, followed by a giant armor-plated body. Rivulets of fine sand streamed from every angle. The dragon set four legs and shook a billowing cloud of sand. Wings spread wide.

Nurid rose to his knees. "O, Lord of Sands!" he cried. He touched his forehead to the earth and covered his head with his arms.

The blaring trumpet blast rattled his teeth and shook his bones and the winds carried the blast furnace air back to Nurid, whipping his clothing. Al Khasrah beat his heavy wings and lifted into the sunlight, glinting and gleaming as if newly born. Nurid held his posture of respect despite his screaming fear.
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A Presence passed over and through him before settling on the speck that was the fleeing sled. Another beat of leathery wings and the team veered in a wild panic, one brunt breaking free. The famished dragon dove and swallowed scrubmen and brunt together before lifting skyward again, a destination clearly in mind.

The remaining brunt bleated fearfully as she raced across the desert. Nurid whistled as he'd heard the scrubmen do and the beast changed course, running to the sound she knew. When she reached Nurid the condemned scrubman jumped and held on. After the terror of the dragon, the beast and was happy to see a scrubman she recognized.

Nurid laughed. Salvation, he thought. This time the Gods chose salvation.
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Of all my travels, nothing prepared me for Diremarsh. Everything in that vast swamp survives by murder and more most species are experts at camouflage. In my first minute, I encountered a mosquito as large as my fist, a flesh-eating beetle as large as my head, and giant crocodiles capable of swallowing me whole, and expressing a desire to do so.

I made friends with the locals, as is my custom, and discovered there were areas they would not enter. Armed with determination but lacking brains, I set off alone.

I barely escaped with my life.

My attempt to map the region was befouled the first day as I rafted a large body of water and saw the churning of many snakes feeding on a creature. I soon realized those many writhing coils belonged to a single enormous serpent, crushing the life from a hippo the size of a shack. I poled closer and a scaly loop encircled my raft, crushing the timbers in an instant.

I remember little of the next few minutes. I swam blindly, panicked. Rough scales slithered over my skin, ripping flesh. A coil crushed my ankle. Hippo dead, I had the creature's full attention.

My life was spared by an underwater root. The monster, confused, directed his fury at the tuber, allowing me to slip free. At that time, I had no idea of the brutal struggle awaiting me.

I’d swallowed some of the foul lake and a fever quickly developed. Worse, the inhabitants of Diremarsh sensed my weakness. I became surrounded by insects and reptiles and arachnids of every description. Carnivorous birds attacked and bog rats hounded. I'd traveled but a single day yet the distance proved too long to retreat. Tribesmen found me under brush and near death.

I walk with a limp to this day.

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 79

Kyle awoke in an eerie silence. After the continuous ringing of hammer blows, the stillness assaulted his ears. He pulled on his gray robe and left the chancellor’s quarters. The makeshift building was empty. He checked each room down the hall and then the grounds outside too. Other than several bat and owl carcasses, he found nothing

The wash beds and gravel pans had been abandoned. The smelting pits and rock breakers too. He moved to the slave quarters to continue his search. The townspeople of Shub worked in staggered shifts so one third of the slaves should be sleeping. Kyle opened the barracks door and found every bunk empty. The mess hall, the infirmary, the warehouses; all vacant. An entire camp, thousands of people, gone.

How did I sleep through this?

He climbed a hill and stared into the dark, searching for the torches of runaway slaves, but saw only night.

One place remained.

He looked at the mountain behind him. Framed by the stars and dotted by entrances to the mine, Kyle detected a faint orange flicker of torchlight in the highest cave. He aimed for the opening, walking fast. He grabbed the torch and entered the tunnel.

He soon reached the first slave, an old man, standing motionless and staring farther down the tunnel. Beyond the man the tunnel was packed with others; slaves, mercenaries, Gray Robes, even the hired hands who worked the camp stood shoulder to shoulder, facing toward the heart of the mountain.

“What’s happening here?” Kyle demanded.

No response. He tried to push through, shoving a cook aside, but the man twisted and turned and once more gazed inward. Kyle drew his short sword and shoved his way forward, emerging on the highest inner-ring of the hollow mountain. Below him and across the wide-open space, every ring was packed with silent observers, each facing a single tunnel on the ground floor.

The tunnel he’d resealed, now open and showing torchlight.

Dread blossomed in his chest. That glimmering orange glow lit something terrible, something vile and blasphemous.

Flee, his mind shouted. Flee and never stop running.

He considered the idea, but Molech was on his way to inspect the mining operation. The Supreme Judge would find him no matter where he hid, and the greater fear of that encounter kept him rooted.

He shifted his short sword and wiped his palms on his robe. He worked his way through the multitude, level by level, until he reached the tunnel to the tomb. Here the people of the camp were packed tight, crowding each other like sticks in a bundle. He forced his way between them until he entered the chamber and saw the stone crypt, now shattered.

An emaciated man, bald, skin like chalk, clad in a loincloth of woven gold, stood towering head and shoulders above the others. He stared at the hard earth. He worked stiff fingers.
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Kyle silently drew his Letting dagger. He muttered a spell and dragged the razor tip down both arms, repeating his whispered chant three times, pumping power into his spell. The pain was excruciating. He waited until the spell was so highly charged he struggled to maintain control. He raised a hand and showed the gaunt man his palm.

A sizzling bolt roared between bystanders and struck the gaunt man in the chest, knocking him against the chamber wall and pinning him there, crushing the people behind him. Bones shattered, they fell to the ground as he regained his feet. His head snapped up and sky-blue eyes flashed. He spoke in a gravelly voice unused for millennia.

A slave woman near Kyle grabbed the Bloodletter's arm, knocking his spell aside and allowing Gaunt Man time to collect himself. Kyle aimed the bolt at the woman and her bones crunched. A gush of blood shot from her mouth. Kyle broke the incantation but readied another.

Gaunt Man growled instructions and hands grabbed Kyle from every direction, rendering him immobile. The Letting dagger was taken. He struggled hopelessly. Satisfied, Gaunt Man resumed his earlier stance, breathing slowly and flexing his fingers. Minutes passed. Kyle tried again to break free. Frustration grew and the Bloodletter threw himself against the multitude who held him, to no effect. Forced to wait like the others, Kyle's mind raced, searching for possible explanation. He wondered why he had been unaffected by the siren call.

Will we starve? he wondered. Drop from dehydration?

He studied Gaunt Man. Obviously, this was the thing from the shattered tomb.

Pickaxes and sledgehammers lay near the bodies of two slaves. Kyle shook his head.

Molech will flay me. I lost his precious mine. He will arrive and find his precious mine overthrown. With his superior magics he’ll kill this creature and regain control and then peel my skin as a lesson to others.

Kyle glared with naked hatred at the motionless Gaunt Man, a statue carved from chalk, waiting, breathing slowly, and waiting.

"What are you waiting for?" Kyle yelled. "What do you want?"

His voice echoed in the rocky chamber. At his feet, the slave woman struggled to rise. Kyle watched in disbelief as she hauled her broken body to stand.

"That's not possible," the Bloodletter said. "I killed you."

The woman turned to face Gaunt Man and settled in to wait, her spine bent obscenely. She had small open sores on her face which were not there earlier. Kyle scanned the chamber, observing tiny sores on everyone gathered. He looked again at the slaves who freed this monster, lying on the floor, dry husks drained of life. The Bloodletter returned his attention to the gaunt creature and noted the growing fullness of arms and legs, the subtle swelling of chest and face.

“No!” he cried, as understanding dawned. “No, no, no.”

He fought the many hands holding him but failed to free himself.

Molech won’t walk in and put things right. Molech will be vastly outnumbered.

Molech is walking into a disaster.
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A Parting of Friends


Chapter 80

Raga, her long red hair streaked by the sun, tied a ponytail with a blue ribbon from a childhood doll. She dropped the toy into her backpack.

Indeed, today I put away childish things.

The voices in her head were tranquil as she rode Shiloh from the temple to the promontory. Strong winds whipped her ponytail, but this was how she best enjoyed the cliffs. Far below the ocean churned; millions of whitecaps racing to smash against the rocks. She shielded her eyes and scanned the blue sky. Nadlahee rose and Raga embraced the first mother, sensing the swell of pride the woman had for her. She dismounted and sat with her back against the pine. Shiloh wandered to nibble grass.

Hours passed.

Then, from the north, a speck of umber high above the world.

Al Khasrah.

Yes, Nadlahee.

Raga’s heart raced. She had nothing to fear. By answering, their choice was made. But history rushed towards her, not just a dragon. She would change the world.

Ruling the humans will take a generation.

Raga smiled. The old woman thought of everything, worried every nuance.

Nadlahee had a head for detail but knew only the world of her time.

Three, Raga corrected. Ruling the humans will take three generations. They are fractured, frightened, angry. I will rule grandchildren not yet born.

Nadlahee heard the truth in the child's words. Raga felt another swell of pride. Al Khasrah was a dark kite against the brilliant blue. A distant and throaty roar

reached Raga and she focused her attention on the approaching Wyrm. The sight was breathtaking. The Umber connected his mind across the distance. He was excited to meet her too. Shiloh flared nostrils, tested the air, pawed nervously.

“Easy, girl," Raga said. "I'll not let them harm you.”

Al Khasrah grew big fast. He crossed the sun and his faint shadow covered her for an instant. Goose bumps rose. The thumping of his wings reached her and she stepped from the Bristlecone pine to the open meadow. He was high above when he folded his wings and dove, spreading them at the last second, scooping the ocean air and landing lightly on the plateau’s Bluegrass.

Shiloh backed away, frightened despite assurances. Raga connected to the animal and calmed her, then turned her attention to the dragon.

He was gorgeous and she needed to touch him. Bony scutes ran the length of his spine. Three horns adorned his snout. Dark brown scales covered his body and each of his four legs ended in knobby four-clawed talons. He still breathed hard from his long flight. His chocolate eyes widened at the sight of her.
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Drakkadun, his mind rumbled.

When her tiny hand touched his hot skin, he chuckled.

The voices in her head exploded simultaneously, clamoring at the blessed reunion, and she let them enjoy their moment, but then she silenced them. His dark eyes narrowed, pleased with her control.

They regarded each other, taking measure. She intuitively understood he was no pet. They were peers. They needed each other. On a planet filled with humans, Raga connected the two worlds. She moved her hand along his hide to rub a scale above his eye. She noted dried blood from a recent feeding. She gestured to Shiloh.

“This is my beloved companion. We shared many miles.”

"Then no harm will come to her," the beast rumbled. The dragon lowered his serpentine neck. "Would you like to see the world from above?"

Raga climbed the hot scales to sit behind the massive skull. Huge wings unfolded and cupped thick sea air. Al Khasrah lifted and left the ground behind. Another beat and the world fell away. Raga marveled at the immense power beneath the thick hide. From within, a multitude showed her how to ride. Shiloh, free from fear, raced behind, tossing her mane and nickering.

Al Khasrah shot like a meteor, whipping the blue ribbon from Raga's hair. A deep and familiar sense of belonging surged through the young woman. The dragon climbed steeply and the child could contain her joy no longer, uttering the shrill battle cry of a little girl. Her voice bounced among the wispy clouds.

Al Khasrah chuckled again.


Chapter 81

Billy narrowed his vision until he saw only the mannequin. After a hiss from the instructor, his classmates quieted their voices. A breeze stirred his simple black robe. Out here on the practice range was his favorite part of the day, but not for the opportunity to cast magic. He closed his eyes and concentrated.

His fingers whipped through the gestures so fast he had no need to think of them. Words flowed and the familiar tingling buzzed at the base of his skull. He lifted a hand and pointed. Five blue-white darts shot from his fingers and hit the training dummy, splintering wood and ripping canvas. His classmates cheered.

The instructor moved to the next student and two darts flew. The next student was unable to generate the missiles and the instructor gave advice and moved on to Ems Fick, at the end.

Evars Scottsund leaned in. “I bet two silver the Witch also shoot five. She’s as good as Pitter-Patter.”

The students laughed and two took the bet. Ems looked down the line at her classmates and although she could not hear what they said, she knew the conversation was about her. The conversation was always about her. She pushed her long, dark brown hair off her shoulders and stood tall.

Let them talk.

Her pale hand rose and she muttered the words. Four darts flew and blasted the dummy. Evars looked disappointed as coin changed hands.
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The instructor gathered the students into the customary after class circle and opened the floor to discussion of the day’s lesson. Like Billy, Ems remained silent as the students debated the difficulties they’d encountered. The professor dismissed the class and Evars tried to get Billy to join him for some fun in town, but Billy declined. Most of the students left with the instructor but Ems stayed behind so Billy did too. Eventually, Evars moved on as well. Once they were alone, Billy pointed at the target dummy.

“Four is good.”

Ems curled a corner of her serious mouth. A smile, for her. “I heard them wager. I wanted Evars to lose.”

“He’s hard to take sometimes," Billy said. "So you can shoot five, if you want?” “If I want.”

Billy met her confident hazel eyes. “Six?”

“If I want.”

“Seven?”

Ems checked the others were gone and then turned her attention to the practice dummy. Fingers flashed as she spoke the words and a cluster of darts flew from her hand. The practice mannequin burst into splinters.

Billy's jaw dropped. “That was impressive.”

“I don’t know why I showed off like that," she said, irritated. "I don’t care what any of you think. I know you all call me the Witch, but that’s because I scare you.” She roughly collected her books, stuffing her backpack.

“I don’t call you that,” Billy said. “And you don’t scare me.”

She faced the boy. "I know who you are," she said, after a moment. "People talk."

"They do."

"Did you free magic?"

"I had a lot of help." He saw the ocean of questions behind her eyes.

She dropped her backpack. "Let me show you how to shoot more than five," she said. She took his arm and began working his fingers.

"They teach us to do this. That's wrong. Do this instead."

He hardly paid attention. He felt the warmth of her alabaster skin and saw the breeze play with her long hair.
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In Faelum society, everyone is expected to fight. There are assigned gender roles but they do not extend to battle. Faelum women are every bit the match of men. What they lack in physical prowess they make up for with speed. Typical weaponry for women are the “Pinaret,” a recurved version of the longbow suited for caves and named after a comb, and the “Nedess,” a long, light, curved blade which shares a name for knitting needles. Faelum men do not view female fighters as any less deserving.

Indeed, the greatest Faelum warrior to ever live was the legendary Solange, a master tactician and a woman undefeated in battle.

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 82

Malachite comes, Al Khasrah announced.

I feel her.

From the southwest, a glittering emerald dot grew larger by the second. The Great Green stretched her neck and sounded a reverberating roar. Al Khasrah answered and shook Raga to her bones. The two dragons circled and every ancestral dragon rider kept her properly balanced. Far below, a silver dapple horse ran full speed across the highland, now a joyful participant. To the southeast, a black fleck cleared the horizon flying low and fast.

The Green and Umber folded their wings and dropped to the highland below. In the bright sun, the translucent hides of these beasts carried their color a foot deep. When the Black reached the cliffs, he banked sharply and arced high above the clouds. Sunlight gleamed from his skin like polished ebony marble. Cracks between each scale glowed with an ominous sickly green. Raga remained silent but Al Khasrah and Malachite bid the newcomer a subdued greeting.

Vulgut, Raga remembered.

The dusky beast, smaller than the other two, landed with a thud and sent a shower of corrosive droplets in every direction, dissolving rock and earth and grass. The girl held back from the acrid creature. Chartreuse saliva dripped between teeth, over gums and lips, disintegrating everything it touched. Steam and smoke rose from a million flecks around the monster. Raga met his emerald eyes without flinching.

The brute acknowledged her. Drakkadun.

Raga gave a brief nod and announced they awaited one other.

Vulgut swung his massive reptilian head north. Chromulus.

Yes.

The white dragon dropped from a cloud and roared a greeting. As the dragon turned in the bright sunlight, Raga saw her surface white shimmer to pale blue beneath. She was biggest of the four and breathtakingly beautiful. Tears sprang to the young girl’s eyes. Chromulus touched down softly.

The assembled Wyrms looked to the Drakkadun.

“The Red suffers torments,” Raga stated, sharing her harrowing visions with them. Dragon rage filled her mind. “First we give him his vengeance. Then we right this wayward world, assuming our proper place on the throne. Humans are unruly. Their petty schemes lead to the abyss. We set things right. We pull them from the edge.”

Whom will you ride? Chromulus asked.

Shiloh, breathless and sweaty, galloped to stand before the girl.

Oh, my Love, Raga sent. How I wish you could carry me again. But where I go now, only wings will suffice. I leave but I will return. Until then be free.

The Andalusian tossed her mane as she raced away across the highland.

Raga faced Vulgut. Mild surprise washed over the assembled.

A dangerous choice, Chromulus cautioned.

The girl grinned. Now is the time for facing hazards, Raga stated. We begin this war with our first battle. The Citadel holds our brother and we must set him free.

The Black lowered his neck and Raga climbed behind the head.
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Chapter 83

Molech approached the mining camp cautiously. Catasetum visions had shown him death stalking the tunnels, bodies stacked high. He’d sent two scouts and neither returned, but with hundreds of Gray Robes and many more mercenaries, his confidence was high.

The road twisted between the final hills and pure horror greeted him. Every inhabitant of the town lay dead, rotting on the open ground. Soldier and slave and Bloodletter alike. None were spared.

His party slowed as they meandered through the dead. Tens of thousands, fallen where they'd stood, sucked dry, dusty husks littering the ground across the valley. Molech had the barracks and slave’s quarters searched but found them empty. Every building was empty. The entire operation had wandered into the daylight to die.

“We'll check the mine,” he told his lieutenant, fury growing. “The rest discover what killed these people.”

Molech and six of his best soldiers accompanied by four powerful Bloodletters climbed the trail to the mine. Bodies covered the embankment and filled the tunnel heading deeper into the mountain. He remembered Kyle mentioning a tomb discovered under the mountain.

Perhaps they released a plague.

Molech unsheathed his Letting dagger as he entered the mine. His party worked deeper, stepping over bodies and following the twisting tunnel. More bodies lay crumpled, stacked where they fell. The group worked their way lower until arriving inside the massive hall. Here the bodies were thickest, stacked two or three deep in some places, covered with scabs and sucked dry.

Total loss, Molech concluded. We’ll need to raid nearby villages to replace slaves. This time we'll work the children too.

A tunnel ahead held flickering torchlight so Molech led his party to investigate. The group followed the tunnel until they entered a small chamber. He stepped over a body, recognizing the dead eyes that stared back at him.

Kyle?

Kyle Desmick lay a shriveled corpse with eyes wide open. His robe was tattered.

An expression of terror twisted his gaunt face.

Good, thought Molech. No need to hunt you down.

Centered in the chamber was a broken tomb. Molech stepped around the corner and stopped abruptly. Before him was a tall and heavily muscled man. Chalk body devoid of hair and wrapped in a golden loincloth, around the man's feet lay the crumpled bodies of the dead. The man breathed slowly, hands curled into large fists.

Molech drew his Letting dagger. He slashed the back of his hand while chanting. He pointed a finger at the man of chalk and a bolt of green fire flew across the chamber to envelope the man from the waist up, green flames licking and dancing. Molech waited for screams that did not come. The spell ended and the man remained untouched.

The man raised his eyes and Molech felt a stab of fear.

"Gunka trev vos," the man growled.
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From below, the cadavers grabbed Molech and his party. Dead Kyle sank teeth into the Supreme Judge's calf. Soldiers and Bloodletters burst into action, drawing swords and casting spells, but how to harm the dead? Blasted bodies were quickly replaced by many others. Soon the chamber filled with panicked screams. Terror seized Molech. He slashed his hand to begin another spell but hands grabbed him from every direction, pulling him to the ground, filling his mouth, gouging an eye, squeezing his throat. He screamed as his dagger was snatched.

Molech threw himself against the mass of bodies, fighting hard to live. He freed an arm and ripped away the hand on his throat and hope flared for a moment, but then hands were all over him.

“No!” he screamed.

Around him, Molech saw his party pinned to the ground and strangled. The creature hissed a command and the army of undead lifted Molech and carried him forward, holding him firmly while the Chalk Man covered his mouth and nose with a single large hand. He leaned close, meeting Molech's panicked gaze. The Bloodletter struggled for air, struggled to free himself from the multitude that held him. Pressure build in his chest as his brain screamed for oxygen.

He's killing me!

His chest expanded, desperate to draw a breath. Chalk Man waited patiently.

Molech fought to free himself until his strength began to ebb. A roar filled his ears.

Dying!

His body went weak as life faded. His eyes drooped and his gaze fell on Kyle, face passive as he helped hold his former master.

Molech convulsed. He closed his eyes.

Green force erupted from the floor, lifting everyone off their feet and scattering them. The large hand left his mouth and Molech sucked air instinctively. Molech caught a glimpse of a senior Bloodletter stabbing his thighs and firing spells in a desperate bid for life. Chalk Man gave new orders and the undead obeyed and for a moment, Molech saw a path to freedom. He crawled his way from the chamber, climbing over bodies as he sought to escape.


Chapter 84

“Something is going on,” Ems said. “But the professors won’t tell me.” “Why do you think that?” Billy asked.

They sat alone, as always, in the vast study hall at Windham Keep.

In the weeks since Ems shredded the practice dummy, the two of them had spent every free minute together.

Both were exceptional students but Ems had a natural gift no one could touch.

"Magic wants to flow through you," one of her professors had said.

She and Billy had left the class, including the professor, far behind. To keep learning, all they had was each other.

Ems continued. “I overheard a conversation between instructors. They’re concerned by the dropout rate.”

“So? College is hard.”
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“Exactly. You’d expect their conversation to acknowledge that fact. But these professors were worried they wouldn’t have enough student wizards.”

“Enough for what?”

“That’s what I want to know. They talked as if something big approaches.”

Ems was a friend but there was much about his past he'd not shared. Ems knew nothing of Bloodletters.

“Which instructors?” Billy asked.

“Kalum and another. They stepped into the supply room and had no idea I was there too. I didn’t see the other man but he spoke as an aristocrat.”

That would be Islium, Billy thought. High counsel to the king, wanting a progress report, no doubt. War comes but we still lack a plan.

When Billy came out of his reflections he discovered Ems staring at him.

“I knew you knew,” she said, annoyed. “Pitter-Patter, why should I trust you if you won’t trust me? You and Kalum are friends. You know something.”

Billy gazed into her big hazel eyes and felt his defense crumble.

“All right," he said. "Close your book. I have a story to tell.”

He had to give her credit. She never doubted. Even when he paused after telling her he was from the future of another world, she merely told him to keep going. He shared everything, from his arrival in the howling rain atop Piltower to the Salty Mistress docking at SeaEnd weeks ago, right up to meeting Ems the first day of school. She heard honesty in his voice. When he finished, Ems pondered a long time.

“Where’s Bast now?” she finally asked.

Her question surprised him. “She rented a place outside the city with her brother, Bin, and her wolf, Cinder. I hear she’s friends with Prince Audric of Appacca. Bin went to seminary and Edmon joined the SeaEnd infantry. Gouge took work as a bodyguard to a cloth merchant.”

Ems looked pleased.

He wondered why, after all he said, her first question was of Bast.

“What about you?” he asked. "What's your story?"

“I have three brothers and three sisters, all older. My parents are alive and filthy rich. Shamefully rich. They wear the latest fashions and associate with the right people. When I passed my entrance exam for Windham Keep my mother paraded me around to her friends, showing me off like a new diamond ring. She still invites me to parties but I say I’m too busy. I know little of my family’s history. I've asked but mom and dad avoid the question. I suspect my family made their wealth illegally.”

“Easy to find out. The school library won't have what we need but SeaEnd library will have tax records in the reference section. We trace your parents, grandparents, great-grandparents...depending on when your family moved here, we can go back generations.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“I agree," Billy said. "The reference section is my favorite—“ Billy stopped speaking because Ems was laughing.

“All right,” he continued. “You got me. I’m a dork. But I do love that section. If you want information about your family that’s the place to look.”

Ems stopped laughing. “Can we go now? I’m tired of studying every minute of every day. A brisk walk in the cold air sounds great.”
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They packed their books and slipped on winter coats. Snow was three feet deep but the streets were empty and the library close. They still wore their student sashes so access was easy. In less than an hour, Billy had searched hundreds of records.

“I thought I knew my way around a library,” Ems teased. "You are a dork." “When my mom got sick I had to find an answer. I’d already lost my family. No

way was I losing her, too. I exhausted the local library and moved on to something bigger, working my way through them. I know every system there is.”

Ems touched his hand. "I'm sorry about your mom," she said.

Billy's neck flushed pink. "I'm finished with this room," he said. "Let's head for the archives."

"All right."

Billy was thorough. They started at the end and worked their way backward because the population was smaller which meant fewer records to check. In due course he spun a ledger to face Ems and jabbed a finger at an entry.

“Slavery.”

Ems looked confused. “What?” She gazed at the ledger.

“Your great-great-grandfather," Billy said, "Elder Gazmuns Fick, was this area’s largest importer of slaves. He amassed a fortune, bought land, built homes in town and a castle in the foothills, all from the monies made. Records indicate the castle is ruins now but your family still owns what's there. In fact, your family owns a lot. When slavery was outlawed about a hundred years ago Gazmuns bought interest in other businesses. Your parents have coin rolling in from everywhere. Even the king owes your family money." Billy rubbed his chin. "I remember camping by castle ruins outside SeaEnd. I bet those are yours. What’s wrong?”

Ems was sick. She stared at the floor, unable to meet Billy’s eyes.

“Ems?”

She covered her face with her hands. “Slavery. My god.” “I guess that’s terrible, huh?”

Ems stood. She covered her head with her arms. “Every lavish meal we had, every fine dress I've worn, the twelve-horse carriages I rode in and the absurd birthday parties my mother threw; blood money, all of it. My childhood was a dance on the bones of the tormented. I’m going to vomit.”

“You were a kid. You didn’t know.”

“I know now!”

Billy had no idea what to say. He spun the ledger to keep reading. Ems paced the study hall staring at the floor.

“Could you find those ruins again? I’d like to see where the slaves lived.” “Yes. Off the north road, less than a day. We can take ponies.”

“I'd prefer to walk. Too late now but tomorrow morning?” “Of course.”

Ems pulled on her coat. "I need to leave. Thank you for your help."

Billy gave her a nod and she was gone. He went back to reading, trying to understand how she felt.

Guilt, disgust, anger. Others suffered for her benefit.

He stayed two hours, learning more about her family and their immense holdings.

He found plans to the castle.
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In the morning, she opened the door the moment he knocked, dressed and ready. She was subdued on the hike and when they stopped to eat she was eager to get walking again. Billy remembered where he left the road and a few hours later he pointed to the ruins atop a hill. Snow made the footing uncertain so they helped each other to the top. A few uneven walls remained but mostly broken cornerstones and shattered base blocks showed where walls and buildings once stood.

Billy pulled a drawing out of his backpack. “I copied this after you left yesterday.” He unfolded a sketch on the snow and placed small stones at the corners. Ems

came around to stand behind him as he outlined how the structure would look when new. He pointed to landmarks to show the property lines.

“Bigger than I thought,” Ems said.

"Huge. Over there were stables and the servant's quarters."

“You mean slave's quarters.”

“Yes."

“Let’s walk the rooms and hallways.”

Billy brought the sketch as they moved from kitchen to dining to throne room.

Ems brushed snow and sat on a large block of black stone.

“They weren’t merely slaves,” she said. “I’ve seen old journals my father has locked away. The word was never used but based on what you told me yesterday, my forefather was a Bloodletter." She ran her eyes around the vast estate. "That’s the real secret behind his wealth. If he was a Bloodletter and a slave owner, those people suffered horribly. Mom and Dad kept everything hidden from us.”

“Parent are responsible for their children, Ems, not the other way around. You’re blameless.”

“I don't blame myself, Pitter-Patter, I'm crushed by guilt. I wish there was some way to even things out. There are hundreds of families in SeaEnd who would hate me if they knew the truth.”

“But you’ve done nothing wrong. You did not ask to be born.”

“But does that absolve me? Am I free to do nothing? Slavery is one of a few intrinsic evils and I am her spoiled daughter.”

Billy had no idea what to say so he said nothing. They walked again, imagining what the grounds looked like new. At the rear, they found a faint trail leading down the hill. The path led them to a box canyon which ended in a collapsed cave overgrown with scrub and covered with a thin layer of snow.

“Oh boy,” Billy said.

Ems gave him a funny look.

“Sorry. I’ve learned to dread moments like these.” “Aren’t you curious?”

“Of course." Billy waved at the cave. "But those rocks look stacked. The cavern was buried intentionally. If someone went to the trouble, I wonder why.”

“Can we get through?”

Billy climbed on the rocks and looked around. “Yes, with work.”

“I own these lands, right?”

“After your parents die.”

“I want to explore.”

Billy bowed deeply. “Yes, my queen.”
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Ems laughed. "Now you get it."

Billy was happy to please her. She'd not smiled since last night.

They shoved rocks from the top and soon cleared a tunnel. Billy opened his backpack for a small oil lantern but Ems gave him a scathing look. She uttered a few words and weak sunlight glowed from a ring she wore.

"Simple," she said.

They wiggled into the cave. The tunnel angled down and after a short distance they meet a heavy iron gate. The lever on this side was smashed but the lever beyond the gate looked undamaged. Billy studied the spot in front of the lever and grinned. He rubbed the gems in his ring and the next instant he stood beyond the gate.

Ems fell back a step. “What? How did you do that?” "Simple," he said.

He pulled the lever with both hands. Nothing happened at first but then the device squealed loudly and moved. The gate lifted into the ceiling. Once Ems was through he showed her how to use his ring.

“In case you ever need to.”

“You are full of surprises,” Ems said.

The slanted tunnel became stairs down which ended in another tunnel, level this time, running a short distance before opening into a large room with a high ceiling. Any doubt her ancestor was a Bloodletter was removed by the huge dripping dagger symbol carved into the far wall. They were surrounded by moldy maps and charts and books. They split, reading as they went, until Ems said: “Gazmuns hunted the Codices.”

Ems showed him what she’d found; a map with possible sightings and a journal

with every lead tracked to conclusion. Ems pointed to a small door in the far corner, heavy wood and iron bound. “I wonder what’s through there?” she said.

Billy cracked the door and peeked. He pulled the half sized door shut again. “That’s ugly. You don't need to see.”

Ems rolled her eyes and opened the door. Six short lengths of chain, one end embedded in the stone wall, the other ending in six steel collars still wrapped around the necks of six skeletons. Each had broken legs and arms. Finger bones were broken too but those injuries were from clawing at their collars.

“That’s…horrible,” Ems said.

“Yes."

"He broke them and then left them to starve."

"Yes."

Ems groaned and rubbed her face with her palms. “Why not kill them?”

“I don't know. Maybe he tried to torture information from them. Slave trader is a perfect occupation to bring new people to interrogate and avoid suspicion.”

Ems sat on the stone floor. “Is this in my blood? Am I capable of this?”

"Wait here," Billy said. "I'll search the room. You don't need to be around that." “Okay," Ems said. "But you didn’t answer.”

He faced her squarely, choosing his words. “Under certain circumstances, we are capable of anything, including me. The difference is in the when and the why.”

“You’ve done bad things?”

“Yes.”

“You’re saying I'm capable of them.”
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“Yes.”

Ems hung her head and Billy crawled into the room to search. He found nothing. He left that room and suggested they extend his search everywhere. In the end, they took two journals, a necklace with a single large diamond, a map of the Solemn Keys Billy found intriguing, and a large candle of black wax.

"Let's head for home," Billy said.

Ems touched Billy’s arm. "Thank you," she said. "An ugly family truth, but something I should know."

Billy slipped an arm around her shoulders and gave a brief hug. They gathered their packs to leave.

“Wait," Ems said. "I learned this spell weeks ago but never had the opportunity. This is perfect.”

She moved her fingers and uttered the words and waited. Soon a faint blue ring about two feet diameter began to glow inches above the floor in the center of the room.

"What's that mean?" Billy asked.

She grinned. “Secret door.”

Ems knelt to examine the surface and asked Billy for his dagger. She placed the tip in a slight indentation and pushed. A small round section of floor turned, like the lid of a jar. She kept pushing and the lid slowly rose. Once high enough, Billy grabbed the edge and lifted, revealing a tube with rungs headed down into darkness.

“Looks scary,” Ems said.

“No argument.”

“Are we going?”

Billy sighed. “You know, a sage named Lander once said he trusted himself in every way except his curiosity. At the time, I did not understand. I do now. Yes, we're going to go.”

"Are you afraid?"

"Yes," Billy said. "Aren't you?"

“Yes.” Her eyes were big and her face pallid, but her voice strong.

“Give me a short head start.”

Billy swung his legs over and climbed. After a minute, Ems joined him on the rungs, her ring lighting the way. For hundreds of feet the only sounds were their breathing and the shuffling of hands and feet. At last, solid rock met Billy's foot. He backed away from the ladder and helped Ems do the same.

They stood in a small cavern cut from the rock. In the center, a large amber crystal reached from floor to ceiling. Trapped within was a thin staff of polished silver.

“Whoa,” Ems breathed.

"Press your ring against the amber," Billy said.

A deep honey glow filled the cave.

“I wonder what this is?” he asked.

“Can’t be good, right?”

He shook his head. “I’m thinking the opposite. Your ancestor was a bad man. Why seal this away if he could use the thing?”

“Can you break the casing?”

He drew his dagger. He swung hard but the pommel bounced. He tried again with all his strength but got the same result. Ems shrugged.
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“Let’s head home,” Billy said. “We can check the library for this thing.” Ems agreed. They climbed.

The ruined castle was two hours behind them when Ems mentioned how exciting their day had been.

Billy laughed. “Never underestimate the reference section.”
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I sailed from Northkeep into the Deep Blue to end rumors of land to the north.

The storms were fierce; wind, hail, snow, lightning, and waves of enormous measure.

We sailed for more than a year yet found nothing.

At last we reached the limits of our stores and turned back, the crew filled with joy, certain we had attained our goal.

One old man, the ship’s cook, scoffed at their pride. Privately I asked the reason for his mood and he pointed to a single star dead ahead.

“She did not move,” he mumbled. “The stars turn but she does not. If we'd crossed the pole, she'd be at our rear.”

He was right. I jumped to my feet, excited. Our mission was incomplete. There was yet work to do. I envisioned turning the ship and heading north again, north until we returned to known lands.

His eyes stopped me. I watched the crew celebrate and heard the hollow ring in their voices. They knew, but they longed for home, and even a crew of curious volunteers can mutiny.

"Knowledge sits and waits,” the cook said, “and laughs at the frailties of man.”

— Stromgrum the Far Traveler, The Vagabond Chronicles
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Chapter 85

The palanquin rocked gently side to side, carried by the townspeople of Shub and guarded by Bloodletter and mercenary alike. Torqu Maz-Mul lounged within, dressed in a loincloth of woven gold. Behind him marched thousands.

Eight hundred years ago, on the land that would become Lecan, a battle raged and men fell. A forest now grows over their forgotten bodies. Which kings fought that day and why matters not at all.

Torqu Maz-Mul marches for the Citadel but hears the call of the dead, and answers. As his softly swaying palanquin passes overhead, he lifts an alabaster hand and long dead soldiers groan and rise, digging from the earth to join him.


Chapter 86

Sarden Kahlar felt the vibrations in his chest. He tried to lift his head but no strength remained. The last time he did, days ago, he saw his arms were black and dead. His body shook again. Far above, on the surface, something hit the ground hard enough to send shockwaves deep.

Was this rescue? he wondered, afraid to hope. He tried to swallow around his swollen tongue.

“The curse of vitality,” Dedathu rumbled. “Most would be dead by now, their suffering ended, but not you. You wanted to live forever. You almost did. With my assistance, you pushed death so far away she hesitates now to claim you.”

Shut up, lizard, Sarden thought. I’m dying. Is that not enough for you?

“Judge Kahlar," Dedathu continued. "Before you die, know I withheld superior magics. You tormented me a thousand years, forcing ancient secrets, but each day I fed you poison.”

Sarden heard the truth in the words. A long and pathetic groan escaped him. "I rewarded your cruelty with Golgoth," Dedathu said. "Dragon magic unfit for humans. I made you cut your bodies, suffering as I suffered. I admit there were days

you almost broke me, but I held. Galadath, the dragon magic of creation, remains safe. You could be King of EmberEarth by now."

Sarden whimpered. A mind-numbing fear of death washed over him, followed by a growing anger. A scream of rage built in his throat with nowhere to go.

Dedathu watched the judge tremble with fury. He's nearly undone, the dragon thought. Let me reveal another truth.

“Listen, old friend, I have one more surprise. Days ago, I was awakened from a dream. A blessed voice, a voice I thought never to hear again, called my name. They are coming, Supreme Judge. My family comes. I am not the last of my kind.”

Sarden’s mind froze and then tumbled. This was too much. A low groan leaked from his parched throat. How did I miss so much? His heart felt ready to burst. I know the secret of alarsite! I could have ruled them all!

The cavern shook again. Sarden strained to hear footsteps racing down the stairs; loyal Bloodletters coming to free their leader. No footsteps came.

I’m a fool. The Red has secrets I never learned. History will not be kind.
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Sarden struggled against the manacles. The chains clinked weakly. Dedathu rumbled with laughter.

“Ah, you told no one. You saved the secret of the dragon metal for yourself. I suspected Molech knew nothing when he glanced at my chains only in passing. You shared your knowledge with no one, and now the secret dies with you.”

Thunder shook the catacombs. Upstairs a battle raged. Powerful spells made the ground tremble.

“Your world falls apart, Judge," the Wyrm taunted. "Everything you built. All your efforts and sacrifices, all your schemes. In the end, they amount to nothing as you hang from the ceiling waiting to die. Those are not the sounds of your people coming to free you. Those are the sounds of my family coming to free me.”


Chapter 87

Molech ran with panicdriven legs, stumbling in the dark, smashing knees and shins against unseen rocks. Bloodied and hysterical, he raced into camp.

“The mine is lost!” he cried. “The thing from the crypt! We must flee!"

His lieutenant jumped to his feet. “To the Citadel!”

Molech grabbed the man by the shoulders. “No, he touched my mind and I know his plans. He heads there next to slaughter our brethren and swell his ranks. We are too far away. He’d catch us in the open. We’ll aim for Shub and regroup. I’ll send word to Valdmur. Every Bloodletter must come. We’ll gather our strength and wipe this abomination from EmberEarth.”

"We must warn the Citadel," his lieutenant insisted.

"Listen to me," Molech growled. "The Citadel is already lost. Break camp. We head for Shub. Anyone not ready to travel gets left behind."

The camp began to move; belongings packed, animals readied. Molech remembered Sarden and Dedathu, sealed behind an impenetrable secret door. They will die, but this is war. Sarden is probably already dead. I had questions for the dragon but too late for those.

Molech calmed himself and issued orders. When he saw them in motion, he announced he’d be in his tent. I need a bigger dose of Catasetum. My visions are too vague. I should have foreseen the creature from the crypt.


Chapter 88

Brant Vesh directed the men of the Citadel as best he could. A farmer before a Bloodletter, he knew little of military tactics. Sarden vanished weeks ago and Molech assumed command and soon ordered a brigade to accompany him to the mining operation at Shub. Yesterday, those who stayed behind learned of a vast army of undead approaching. Men squabbled over the best response until a small majority put Brant in charge. His ideas were sound and the men rallied, minus the cowards who slipped away at night. Brant doubted they’d survive. The undead were too close. Into their teeth was the only real path to freedom.

Hidden from the world at the end of a box canyon, the Citadel was easy to

defend. Brant placed Bloodletters along both cliffs with instructions to rain hellfire. Inside
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the front gate he stationed foot soldiers while on the wall above, mercenaries proficient with bow and arrow. The remaining Bloodletters joined him above the gate. There was no time to prepare beyond these simple steps. The army of undead marched relentlessly and covered distance quickly.

Far down the canyon, the first bolt of red energy flared. The army had arrived. Another beam shot from the mountainside to the canyon floor, followed by a simultaneous burst of three. Red streaks lit the night. The undead flowed into the canyon, an inexorable shuffling mob. Bows twanged and blasts of energy flew.

Alive, they would have been slaughtered. But any undead injured simply

continued their march, dragging themselves without arms or legs towards the Citadel.

Brant quickly realized their danger, directing his men to blast first the strongest of the approaching horde. Dozens of beams lanced the night. Bodies flew apart only to drag themselves onward. More experienced Bloodletters launched rolling balls of flame which detonated on impact, scattering the dead army. Bloodletters sent landslides to crush and bury the invaders. Gray Robes hammered the mass, decimating the mindless dead. Yet they came.

A scintillating beam of blue flashed from the canyon floor to the cliff. Rock exploded and a Gray Robe screamed and tumbled from his perch. The undead fell on him, covering his face, smothering the life from his body.

Brant sought the source of the blast and saw a skeletal wizard, dressed in funeral rags. The ancient skeleton faced the fort and extended bony arms. Jagged bolts of lightning flew, shattering stone and burning flesh.

In the brilliant light, Brant saw a towering man carved of chalk white marble. The Bloodletters scrambled for cover but Brant stared at the creature. Here was the ruler of the army they faced.

"He has a wizard," Brant muttered. "A true wizard, casting ancient magics." A Gray Robe next to him heard. "How?" the man asked. "We have the only

magic of EmberEarth."

Brant jumped atop a fallen slab. "Forget the mage!" he cried, pointing to the canyon floor. "Attack that man!"

Those close enough to hear turned and aimed. Arrows flew and scarlet and emerald blasts of magical power lanced through the darkness. The tall man disappeared beneath the assault. Other Bloodletters joined and a swirling vortex of destruction engulfed the creature. Undead soldiers flew apart, blasted by the magical might. One by one the spells ended. The man remained unfazed. He lifted a hand and a wave of despair swept through the Bloodletters as their recently fallen comrades rose from the dead, now fighting for the invaders.

In that moment, Brant saw the battle slip away. For each of us that falls, his army grows by one.

He drew his Letting dagger and stabbed a thigh, twisting the blade, remembering his mother’s screams the night his family was torn apart by the very men he now led. Psychic pain mixed with physical pain and created a searing blast of energy which raced down the canyon blowing undead soldiers apart.

The ancient wizard noted Brant's attack and aimed several small balls of white light at the wall where he stood, each exploding with powerful concussive force. Bowmen and Bloodletters toppled but Brant narrowly dodged the attack.
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Torqu raised alabaster arms and his soldiers silently stopped their attack and moved aside, creating a lane which split the horde. Those in the Citadel watched in dismay as brethren, captured at the mine, surged ahead.

"Those are Molech's men!" a Bloodletter cried. "They return to claim our lives!" Undead Bloodletters slashed themselves to fire bolts of energy at the top of the

wall. Torqu pointed at the Citadel and every soulless minion moved against the fort. Ghoulish mercenaries and mining slaves moved forward, climbing the surrounding cliffs like ants. There were no battle cries or roars of defiance, no shouts of bravado. Instead, a quiet and obedient mob advanced.

Brant shivered with dread. Rage and battle fury he understood. This was an abomination, shattering the laws of nature. From the canyon rose the sounds of creaking leather harness and heavy boots, weapons clanking, bodies jostling. But no human sounds, no grunting, no whimpers of pain from the wounded. No curses. No bluster to stiffen courage. Just a horde filled with murderous intent, swarming the fortress wall. The hushed assault unnerved him.

He was not alone. In a moment, half the Citadel men abandoned their positions.

Brant tried to rally them but morale had broken.

“There are too many!” shouted a man.

The skeletal wizard stopped and let the multitude flow around him. Bony fingers worked the air and Brant heard a distant roar from the sky. Overhead, a ball of orange and black slowly turned and grew larger.

"Run!" Brant screamed.

The ball became a massive meteor tearing through the sky, smashing the fortress wall in a huge shower of fire and dust. The ground rocked and the Citadel shuddered. Men on both sides flew from their feet, rising to see a huge fracture in the wall. Large slabs continued to crack and fall. After a brief lull, undead poured through. The courtyard filled with screams.

Now that the wall was breached, the undead army sheathed their weapons and attacked the defenders barehanded, strangling the men. A Bloodletters on the wall blasted the wizard with a bolt of pure white, slicing head from neck. The undead sorcerer fell and stayed down.

Brant fired energy beams but the battle was lost. His mind raced for a new plan when a sound made him turn. An undead Bloodletter, a companion of his only weeks before, blasted Brant in the face with a claw of red fire. Brant tumbled from the wall for all to see. For a moment, the defenders froze.

With Brant’s death, the rout took hold. Panic seized the remaining men and all thought to offense ceased. They scrambled for safety and fell to the horde one by one.

When the last defender died, Torqu Maz-Mul lifted his arms and the dead arose. He sent a mental command and the horde began to organize; soldiers, mercenaries, Bloodletters, and slaves. Torqu viewed his swollen army and was pleased. As one, they began to wander down the canyon and away from the keep.


Chapter 89
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Billy closed the book and rubbed his eyes. He slipped from his sandals and leaned back, propping his feet on the library table.

“This is exhausting,” Ems groaned.

“Always,” Billy said. “Two weeks and nothing. We know everything about your ancestor, but nothing about that rod. What are we doing wrong?”

Ems only half listened, staring at his feet. “Your feet are huge, Pitter-Patter. Is that where you get your nickname?”

“Yeah. Gouge and I were running from city guardsmen. We tried to lose them but they tracked us because my big feet made so much noise. Gouge could not stop laughing.”

“I like Gouge. I can see him laughing as you both ran for your life. He hides nothing. He’s honest and forthright.”

Billy thought a moment. “You’re right. I sometimes wish he was less linear but there is no deception in him.”

An idea popped into her head. Ems tapped a finger on the book she was reading. “We’re assuming my forefather hid that staff on his property. What if that staff

was already there? What if he bought that land because to build his castle on top?”

“That's a great idea, Ems. We need to search for previous owners. We need to

search farther back.”

“Back to the Abandoned Age?”

“Sounds right. Few tomes survive so our reading list will be short.” “Mister silver lining.”

They returned their books to the proper shelves and started a new search.

They’d been reading only a minute when Ems spoke.

“You ever kill someone, Billy?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“With my own hands? Two. But I’ve participated in fights where many died.” “How did you feel?”

“That’s complicated, Ems. After the first, I suffered terrible guilt, although it was him or me. The second was deliberate. I killed him calmly, as if I was doing homework. I was pragmatic and emotionally unaffected."

"I can't picture that. Why did you?"

"He poisoned Gouge so I hated him. We had to move fast and couldn't take him with us or leave him behind. I did the math and plunged my dagger into his heart.”

Ems watched Billy's face. “If this war comes there will be death. You said you believe me capable of anything, but I wonder if that's true.”

“Why are you asking, Ems?”

She waved a hand at the books stacked around them. “We’ve studied the past for weeks. Every day I read about battles that changed history. Until today I never thought of the lives lost, just outcomes and consequences. Death is a blind spot for me. I’ve never known someone who died. Every member of my large family lives. This war will bring death to my doorstep, possibly even inside my home. Will I take a life when the moment arrives? The thought fills me with terror. Intellect is useless here.”

Billy covered her hand with his. “We'll find out soon," he said.
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Study of the Valdmurian Grimoire has proved useful and I am ready to begin the first of the Codices. I suggested we use the Grimoire as a model but Alvert and Philius were hesitant, fearful the presence of a book so dark would taint our work.

— Journal of Haylan Pil, Mage to the High Council
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Chapter 90

Vulgut flew fast, causing the older dragons hardship. Dragon politics were none of her business so Raga stayed quiet. The four beasts left from Highpoint and dropped towards the ocean building speed, beating wings until the air shrieked around them. Vulgut then aimed skyward leveling once the clouds were beneath his feet.

As they crossed the Emerald Ocean, Vulgut questioned which ancestors spoke to Raga.

"All of them," she answered.

“All?” he rumbled. “Unprecedented. Silvera?” “Yes.”

Vulgut sensed hesitation. “She’s a strong one, Kin. I carried Silvera, once, and never again. What became of the RedMen?”

“Gone. The last, Sebastian, died fighting for me.” “That must have made him happy.”

Raga did not reply.

The open ocean passed quickly. Over land, livestock and humans screamed in terror and ran. The Wyrms hid behind clouds as much as possible. After Penso, Chromulus said she was hungry and all four dove into a herd of wildebeests. Raga was shocked by the savagery of her companions. Vulgut tore into an animal while Raga clung to his neck. Malachite and Al Khasrah slaughtered several in seconds. Raga reminded herself these creatures had not eaten for centuries and flown directly to heed her summons.

Raga pushed them. The visions of Red suffering intensified and she wept openly as Vulgut carried her through the sky. She tried to reassure Dedathu but felt some force intervene. Late one night she woke abruptly. Pain for the Red had ceased, replaced with merciless elation. She gasped in relief and looked around, discovering the four awake and watching her.

“Your fitful sleep woke us,” Malachite said.

“Dedathu feels hope,” she beamed, "and the chance for revenge."

She had no precise location. She was pleased to discover the closer she got, the stronger the connection became. They left the plains and sailed over the deep richness of Greenedle Stand. Before long the snowy peaks of the Sawtooth Spine rose over the horizon. When Raga saw the towering summit of Skyshear mountain, she felt a thump of recognition.

“There,” she told Vulgut. “Head for that peak.”

They slowed as they crossed the foothills and circled as she scanned the terrain. When she saw the Citadel, she knew. The four landed amid carnage. Headless bodies littered the ground and scorch marks stained the walls and rocks. The battle was recent as scavenging animals had only begun to feast. A wake of buzzards took flight. Raga wandered among the dead, sensing, probing, searching the fortress and the ground beneath her feet.

“He’s here,” she groaned, extending a hand. “He’s close.”

She ran for the keep. The main doors were open and she passed through a huge hall to enter a giant audience chamber. She searched each room, looking for a way down.
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The main doors shattered into fragments as Al Khasrah tore them apart. He stopped when he saw her.

“You were too long away," he said. "We feared for you.”

“I'm sorry," she said, distraught. "He is beneath us but I cannot find the way.” Al Khasrah pushed through the rubble until he joined her in the colossal room.

Raga slowly let her eyes travel every inch. Hallways led from this cathedral like place but she’d already searched them. She moved the large curtains behind the dais and found a heavy oak door bound with bands of black iron. The door was locked.

"Step away," Al Khasrah said.

The beast swung a claw and the door splintered. Raga entered an opulently appointed bedroom, with huge canopied bed and dark wood furniture. The opposite wall held a giant etching of a battle. In the picture, masses of soldiers clashed and in the background, a dragon blasted hundreds with snow and ice. Raga recognized Chromulus. Dedathu lay beyond.

“Al Khasrah,” she called. “I need you. Our brother lies beyond this wall.”

Al Khasrah tore through the doorway, extending his long neck into the room.

Raga pointed at the etching.

"The Drakkadun victory at Sef," Al Khasrah noted. He pressed his snout to the wall and drew a deep breath. When he exhaled, a blast of sand and searing heat exploded from his throat, cutting the stone façade like a knife, revealing a vault door set in another wall behind. Raga spun the wheel, hot from the dragon's breath, opening to narrow stairs which led down into darkness.

“Tell the others I free our brother,” she said.

The path was long and twisting but opened into a vast cavern. An ancient Red lay trapped within a fiendish arena of razor-sharp cruelty, every inch of his burgundy body covered with scars. A man, stripped to the waist, torso pierced with small knives, hung by his wrists just out of the dragon's reach. His arms were black and rotting, his tongue swollen out of his mouth. A lattice of dark veins surrounded his eyes.

Raga burst into tears. She ran to the ancient Red, snagging her skin on implements of torture, hugging the creature along his disfigured neck.

“You’ve come,” was all he said, his voice laden with relief.

Sarden opened bleary, miserable eyes. Startled, Raga stepped back, wiping tears from her cheeks.

"My captor," Dedathu exhaled.

"I thought he was dead," she said.

"Not yet."

Raga quickly examined the devices and moved several aside. She investigated the manacles which bound him and a memory tickled her mind. She hurried about the chamber clearing instruments of pain, pulling chains to move needle and blade away.

"What are those shackles?" she asked. "They fill me with dread."

“Alarsite,” Dedathu growled. “The metal which slays Wyrms. Sarden discovered a most ancient secret.”

Raga removed the pins holding the clasps together. She searched the nearby benches and found a hammer and struck the fetters away. They fell to the cavern floor with a hollow crash.
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Sarden was awake now, eyes big, tendons taut on his neck. Dedathu tried to rise but could not. Raga approached the man, noting the sheath for his Letting dagger was empty. Her inner voices howled for his death.

“Your departure from this life,” she promised, “will be slow.”

The girl unhooked the overhead chain and lowered the Supreme Judge. He cried weakly as his arms fell like wood and sent waves of excruciating pain through his body. Raga looped the chain around her shoulders and, inch by inch, pulled his emaciated body closer to the dragon. He tried to crawl away, feebly thrusting his legs. When she had him close enough, she removed his manacles. Dedathu pressed his huge snout against Sarden’s body and drew in the pungent scent of fear.

“Worst possible outcome, eh, old friend?”

A long forked tongue slipped out and circled the Bloodletter’s feet. This time his scream had force and he kicked hard, trying to get away, but Dedathu pulled him closer. Massive serpentine lips reached out to grip the panicked Gray Robe. The dragon opened his jaws and tugged Sarden’s booted feet inside. He gently pulled the Supreme Judge deeper and then straightened his neck. Unable to use his arms, the Gray Robe slid up to his chin. Dedathu lifted his head higher. Sarden screamed again from inside the beast’s mouth and Raga watched the dragon’s throat until the bulge that was the Bloodletter moved all the way in. Dedathu closed his mouth. The lump slipped deeper. Muted cries of terror and pain floated from the great beast’s nostrils.

"A faster end than he deserved," Raga said.

"No," Dedathu replied. "Dragons eat rarely. I'll be a hundred years digesting him." She left the Red and circled the huge chamber, looking for a way out. She found

a loop of chain that disappeared in the darkness above and pulled hard. Metal doors squealed and then opened to the clear sky. Dedathu lifted his head, eyes widening at the small patch of blue. He drew a lungful of air and tried to blast a trumpet call but failed. He tried and failed again but with his third attempt Raga had to cover her ears. The dragons outside answered and when Dedathu heard their calls he roared a blast so loud stones fell from the cavern walls.

The ancient Red finally worked his feet under and heaved, his massive bulk lifting from the cold stone floor for the first time in a millennium. He spread his damaged wings, knocking equipment around the chamber.

“Go,” she said. “I must search the keep.”

He gave a small bow. "Drakkadun."

Dedathu beat his wings and lifted for the opening. Great gusts of wind buffeted Raga but she held on until he was gone. She heard the other dragons greet him and the keep shook from their cries of joy. She caught a glimpse of all five soaring like birds, looping and arching.

She began a search of the cave and found prison cells in a far corner. The first held the body of a young woman, recently deceased, finely dressed once but now filthy. Raga entered the second cell and gasped.

"I know you!"

She retrieved water from the well and held the cup to his lips. Lander Galorian, dressed in a dirty pale blue robe and golden sash, took a sip and opened his eyes.

“I know you,” he whispered, clinging to life. “You saved my wife.”
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He sagged against her as he lost consciousness but she was ready with food and water when he awoke. She left him outside his cell to continue her search. In the last cell, she found another old man, wild-haired and long fingernailed, so grimy she could not determine his age, curled into a ball in the corner. She gave him food and water too, but he was too deranged to speak. She left the men to search the remainder of the cavern, climbing the stairs to search the Citadel as well.

She found a secret drawer in the Judge’s sleeping chamber filled with his journals and flipped through several pages of madness before starting a fire. She dumped the books on the flames and then gathered anything of personal value to Judge Kahlar. Paintings and clothing and jewelry went up in smoke. She vowed to return and wipe all trace of Bloodletter presence. Someday this fortress would be rediscovered and she wanted those people to wonder who had lived here.

The bodies she left where they lay. Animals will make short work of them and insects will finish the rest.

Her search of the keep showed her thousands had recently lived here but the bodies numbered less than a hundred. The belongings left behind told Raga the Bloodletters lost and were marched out as prisoners of war, but by whom? Who could control such a powerful army? She returned to the cavern and found Lander and the Wildman strong enough to climb the stairs. Through the opening in the roof, she heard five glorious dragons roar, Dedathu most strident. Contained within that mournful cry was defiance and pain.

“We must hurry,” she warned the old men. "The Red returns."

Moments later a whoosh of wings brought them about. Dedathu dropped to the cavern floor. Recently fed, strength returning, the ancient Red gazed at the instruments of his pain and incarceration. He lifted his head high and drew a deep breath.

"A dragon," muttered Lander, amazed.

"Run," Raga said.

The heat was like nothing she’d ever known. Dedathu lowered his snout and exhaled liquid hellfire. The brilliant red and white flames melted steel and stone. A blast furnace roar filled the cave and sent searing air swirling around her and the old men. She threw her arms around them and they gasped for breath fleeing the room. Clothing smoldered and hair singed. She dragged them the last few steps to safety and then watched as an angry ancient dragon released scorching blasts of fire. Dedathu torched every scrap of metal until rock flowed like wax. He raged against the prison which held him so long. Raga saw his anguish and wept.

At last, Dedathu launched himself through the rooftop opening, leaving behind a cavern glowing with heat. Everything had been reduced to slag. Raga looked on the sea of destruction and noted the manacles of alarsite lay where they had, untouched by dragon fire.

That will not do, she thought. She faced the older men and found Wildman terrified. “What is your name?” she asked.

“Wendel Blay,” he croaked.

“Wendel, this is Lander. I’ll get you both home, I promise, but first I must do something. Wait here for me."

Lander slipped an arm around the other man's shoulders.
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Raga entered the cavern and moved quickly across the heated floor. Moments later she tugged the alarsite shackles over the lip of the well and watched them sink beneath the steaming waters.


Chapter 91

Bast dug her cold toes deeper into Cinder’s warm coarse fur. She sat on her bed toying with the amethyst ring Prince Audric had given her long ago, wondering if the ring might gain her audience in SeaEnd too.

Why do I care? I have enough money to live comfortably, my brother lives in a temple, and my friends have gone on to other pursuits. I have Cinder. I have no need to speak to the prince.

She twisted the ring to catch the firelight, throwing shades of sparkling purple around the room. “But why give this to me?” she said out loud.

Cinder lifted her head to stare at Bast, wondering. The young woman stroked the fur between the wolf’s eyes. “He probably hands them out to every girl,” she told Cinder. "I shouldn't feel special."

The wolf closed her eyes, enjoying the rub.

Suddenly lonely, Bast climbed from the bed. I'll just say hello. No harm in that. Cinder lifted her head to watch Bast get ready and then joined her at the door. "No, sweet girl. You stay here. I'll be back."

She kissed the wolf on the head and stepped into the streets, wrapping her coat tightly against the chill. She met a few guards at the palace gate and gave one the ring and a message that she was there to see Prince Audric.

Fifteen minutes later another guard met her and returned the ring and escorted her inside. The furnishings left her awestruck. How can one family have so much wealth and why purchase so many unnecessary things?

She was offered food and drink and then left in a room filled with statues and paintings. She wandered slowly, inspecting each. There were plaques beneath but she could not read. With each passing minute, her doubt grew. Anxiety soured her stomach. She discovered she was sweating despite the cool air.

This was stupid. He’ll think I'm chasing him. Girls do this all the time and now I'm one of them.

She checked the hallway and then retraced her steps to the exit, soon realizing she'd made a wrong turn. The staggering opulence of the place confused her. She walked faster. When nothing looked familiar, she found a room with two chairs and decided to sit and wait. Someone would come along. She’d been waiting about twenty minutes when three young girls dressed in white entered the room. Their dark hair was pinned up and covered, and they carried bloody towels. Each was clearly upset.

“What’s wrong?” Bast asked. “Is someone hurt?”

The girls tried to determine who she was and if they should say anything. “I can help,” Bast said. “I’m a healer.”

The eldest sent the youngest away with the bloody bandages and then turned to Bast, studying her face. "Show me your hands," she said.

Bast hesitated and then did so.

"You're a thief," the other girl said.
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"Not anymore," said Bast.

"Follow me," said the eldest.

She led Bast through winding corridors. At last they arrived before a wide door ajar. She pushed through into a bedroom bigger than a house and stuffed with lavish fixtures. The bed was so large steps were required to get in. An old woman rested there, covers pulled to her chin. A fourth girl in white tended the woman, wiping blood each time the old woman coughed.

"Tell me what you see," the oldest girl said.

Bast approached. “May I touch her?”

The two girls glanced nervously at the third.

"All right," said the eldest. The other girls glared at her.

"What are you doing?" one hissed.

Bast placed her hand on the matron’s chest and began her soft low song. After a few minutes, she pulled back.

“She is close to death. I cannot cure the disease which afflicts her but I can heal the damage done to her body. I buy her time.”

The eldest gave a nod. “Do so.”

Bast held their eyes. “I’ll need time.”

“I understand. My name is Arello and I know of you from Kultho. I knew when I saw your hand. Everyone spoke of the girl that gave life. You saved my father's friend. This is Allana Stanton, mother to King Tresh Stanton. Death knocks at her door and I desperately do not want her to die under my care. Lord Stanton would gladly accept more time with his mother.”

Bast and Anya regarded each other.

"This is crazy," the other girl said.

Bast removed her shoes and climbed onto the bed, settling next to the dying woman. She sang clearly this time and her beautiful voice filled the room. She coughed blood but the other girl quickly wiped the droplets away.

Two patrolling guards heard singing from the Queen Mother’s room and, believing she had passed, hurried to inform their commander. They returned with the house captain. He opened the door slowly, shocked by what he saw.

"Who is this waif?" he demanded. "Why have you got her in bed with the Queen Mother?"

Before Arello could explain, King Stanton, alerted by a maid, entered the room. Every person dropped to one knee. The king moved to the bed and checked on his sleeping mother, then studied the sleeping girl next to her. Angry, he faced the attending young women.

“My lord," Arello said, before the king could speak. "I beg you, withhold judgment and see your mother grow stronger. I know this child from Kultho, where I served Lord Kien before I came here. She is a healer, a true healer."

The king looked at his sleeping mother and the child next to her.

"I swear it," Arello continued. "She was invited to the palace by Prince Audric and I proclaim fortune smiles; this child will save her.”

“Arello, you’ve served me well. I would hate our association to end poorly.” She heard the threat in his words. “Yes, Lord.”
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The king picked at a fingernail. "The child has lost a hand. You've put my mother to bed with thieves? Why must she sleep in the same bed?"

“My lord, she works her magic," Arello said. "See how they hold hands? She takes into herself what afflicts the other. She’ll need time but see Lady Stanton's face. Her pallor fades.”

The king watched his mother intently. “Send for Prince Audric," he told the captain. "Leave your men with me." The king held his palm to his mother’s forehead.

Soon Audric entered, judging the room quickly. His eyes went to Bast and his face softened.

“You know this girl then?” asked Lord Stanton.

“Yes, Lord. She saved my life when I was assaulted on the streets of Appacca.” Audric grinned. “And then later saved my falcon, Kasmir.”

“Your bird? She healed your bird?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Audric shrugged. “We’ve never discussed motives, my lord. I’d guess because her nature demands it.”

The king pondered and then ordered the room cleared. He asked Audric to stay.

“I am torn, young prince," he said. "My mother, ill for years, recently worsened. I’ve prepared myself for her loss. Now I’m offered hope and I question motives. I am vulnerable. Do you understand?”

“I do, Lord.”

The king shook his head. “Yet, I must reach. I believe Arello but I want to believe Arello. You tip the scales. Hope slips in.”

"Yes, Lord."

They sat silent a long time, the king with his eyes on his mother and Audric watching Bast.

“She’s a thief,” Lord Stanton said, indicating Bast’s missing right hand.

“Not exactly, Lord," Audric said. "Her brother’s a poor one, caught twice. She took the second blow that he might at least keep one hand.”

Lord Stanton eyed the girl in a new light but said nothing. The men waited. Hours later, Allana opened her eyes. Lord Stanton moved to her side.

"What has happened to me?" she murmured.

"Fortune smiled," the king said.

Lady Allana felt the body next to her and turned. She raised an eyebrow. “A healer," her son said. "She saved you.”

The Queen Mother tilted Bast’s chin. “She’s lovely.” “Yes, my lady,” Audric quickly admitted. “She is.”

The woman looked to the young prince. “Your voice says much.” “She’s saved me as well.”

"Hm."

Allana slowly swung her feet aside and slid from the bed. King Stanton protested but Lady Stanton assured him she was well.

“I’ve spent months in bed. I need to move.”
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She noted dried blood around the girl’s mouth, understanding instantly. “I want this child to get whatever she needs. I’m going for a walk through the palace.”

The bedroom door opened and Arello and the other attendants began to weep when they saw the Lady. Allana held out her arms and the four hugged.

"We prayed," Arello said.

"Walk with me," Allana said. "All of you."

The young women followed the queen, Lord Stanton close behind.

When Bast awoke, Prince Audric was there.

“How’s the woman?” she asked.

“Better. Feisty. Grateful.”

“How long did I sleep?”

“Many hours. Why did you come to the palace?” “To say hello. Pitter-Patter saw you at the docks.”

“I am here to share information and coordinate Apathacurian forces with Lord Stanton. War comes. I am thrilled to see you.”

Bast swung her legs out of bed. “I must leave.” “Cinder?”

"Yes."

Audric took her hand. “Sit. Lady Allana must be informed you've awakened.” "I'd prefer to go."

"Give me five minutes, please?"

Bast sighed and shrugged and Audric left the room. He returned with King Stanton and the Queen Mother. They thanked the girl profusely. Bast explained she had not cured the disease, only reversed the damage done over the years.

“Makes no difference,” Allana said. “I feel younger by many years.”

“Name your fee,” Lord Stanton said, moved by his mother’s recovery. “I give whatever you ask.”

Bast stared at the rug. “I have all I need,” she said. She turned to Audric for help. “Then something for your dog?” the prince suggested. “The Royal insignia allows

passage all over the city. Perhaps some armor for the beast?” “Is such a thing possible?” Bast asked.

The king signaled the guard captain. “This man will inform the armory," the king said. "Give me your hand." He dropped a coin purse in her open palm. “You are forever welcome in House Stanton. May we call should need arise?”

Bast wanted to leave. “Of course, my lord.” She searched their faces. "Lords and Ladies, I'm afraid I must go. I've been away too long."

The king gestured towards the bedroom door.

“I’ll walk her,” Allana said.

Just outside the door, Allana took her hand.

“I’m an old woman,” she said, her gaze intense. "You owed me nothing, yet you helped. You've given me years but are too young to know the value of that gift. I am in your debt, child. I mean that.”

The woman’s earnestness made Bast uncomfortable. She thanked the Lady again and said goodbye. When she reached home, she took Cinder out running. Back in her room, she dumped the coin purse on her bed, discovering a mix of gold coins and
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cut diamonds of various sizes. She stumbled backward into a chair, staring at more wealth than she could calculate.

The next day Bast went with a soldier to the royal armory. Cinder resisted the armor, at first, but Bast calmed her.

"I was told I'd outfit a dog," the blacksmith chuckled.

He took many measurements and then told Bast to return before sunset. When she did, she found he'd modified a suit built for a war dog. Flexible banded armor covered most of Cinder's head and throat, extending down her front legs and along her back. Short, fierce spikes started atop her head and ran down her spine. The protection hugged but did not hinder, and soon she played with Bast, jumping and licking the young girl’s face. The mail was stamped between the eyes with the royal palace insignia. In the days that followed they roamed the city and citizens gave them wide berth. Bast bought a new green ankle-length dress and matching shoes.


Chapter 92

Gouge knocked on the door and immediately entered the small, cluttered office.

He approached the man behind the desk.

“Clenard said you wanted to see me?”

Gren, the cloth merchant, handed Gouge some silver coin. “Book us passage on the next galleon for Kultho. I need bales of quality cotton for next year.” He inspected his employee, his face disdainful. “Also, please buy some new armor. You've out grown that suit and I see food stains too.”

Gouge checked. Gren was right.

"I'll get fitted today," Gouge said.

On his way to the docks, a thought occurred. If Wylie Yates returned to Kultho, I'll kill him if I see him.


Chapter 93

From atop Windham Keep, Ems Fick looked across the sleeping city and shivered. Her view was fantastic. Only the palace spires reached higher. The soft orange flames which now enveloped the Keep provided some protection from the harsh SeaEnd winter, but Ems wore only a thin nightgown, and the breeze that stirred her long hair sent chills racing.

She’d left her room in a hurry.

Thoughts tormented her. She saw what came for them; starving children, bodies piled high, love and laughter gone from EmberEarth. She sensed the forces moving across her world. She worried this war would sweep her along like so many others, she’d fall victim to circumstance, unable to influence what was to come.

For the last few weeks she and Billy had pushed themselves hard, achieving top scores in their magical studies while pursuing information about the silver staff. They'd come realize someone erased all references.

But she'd found something else.

She believed the tome merely a wizard’s diary from the Abandoned Age, but noticed inconsistent misspellings. Eventually she realized the missing letters formed an
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incantation and when she spoke the words, small, fiery runes appeared floating in the air around her. She researched those symbols and tonight, she was ready to test what she’d found.

She held her left hand in front of her, palm down, waist high. She chanted and her right hand erupted in slow red fire. She focused those flames into a thin beam and burned the first symbol into the back of her left hand. Pain threatened to overwhelm her but she fought through. She repeated what she’d done on the back of her right hand.

She staggered to bed, exhausted and in pain, covered in sweat and feeling feverish. She knew Billy would scold her but once she showed what she could do, he’d understand.


Chapter 94

In the dream, Gouge moved as slow as dripping honey. He fought to move faster, but the dream ignored him. He awoke sweaty and kicked the blankets off. He stepped out onto the balcony in his breeches and let the cold winter air cool him.

The dream is always the same, he thought. Yates fights with twin short swords and I cannot best him. He kills me every time.

Lazy nighttime snow drifted over SeaEnd. On the streets below Gouge watched an old woman hurry home, a stray dog search for food, a drunk stagger down the street.

Does the dream mean something more?

Gouge tried to find meaning but eventually got sleepy again. The dog caught a rat and ran excitedly up the avenue.

I'm a far better swordsman now. Yates will fall.

He returned to bed, a dog's distant barking in the background.


Chapter 95

Bast answered the knock at her front door. An elderly woman she’d never met hugged a thick book and smiled.

“Hello, Bast, I’m Rosalind, the royal tutor. The Queen Mother sent me to teach you to read and write.”

“Why?”

“Allana believes in education, and, by her offer, we infer she believes in you. I assure you, I am skilled. I taught Tresh when he was a boy, before his father died and the duties of kingship stole him from me.”

Bast was thoughtful a moment and then opened the door. “Yes, please. I welcome the opportunity. When you return to the palace give the Queen Mother my deepest thanks.”


Chapter 96

After his victory at the Citadel, Torqu Maz-Mul drove his army south along the Sawtooth Spine, passing like a whisper through Greenedle Stand. Along the way he crossed an ancient battlefield and more undead soldiers rose to enlist. Any dead, no matter how long buried, clawed free from the soil to join his ranks. By the time he
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reached Shatter Pass, his infantry stretched for miles. The Pass steered him through the Sawtooth range, emerging at the northern end of Pinewood Forest. There he spread his forces wide and moved south through the woods heading for Prakam. The Pinewood gave her dead eagerly.

Prakam never saw the coming storm. The few citizens hunting in the forest fell easily to Torqu’s silent advance. Prakam is a walled city but awoke to an army on her doorstep. The gates were hastily closed but this did not save her. From within her walls her cemetery dead attacked, throwing wide the gates and welcoming the invading horde. The city fell in less than a day, the former inhabitants now undead soldiers in Torqu’s army. Torqu Maz-Mul marched the center avenue and sat, after millennium apart, once again upon the Onyx Throne.


Chapter 97

“What have you done?” Billy said, dismayed. He stepped inside her room and closed the door, flipping the lock.

Ems said nothing but drew a long dagger and handed the boy the hilt.

“Hit me.”

Billy gawked. “No. Are you crazy?”

“Swing the weapon, Pitter-Patter. Nothing too hard, but try.” He sighed. Arguing is pointless.

He swung a slow and deliberate arc. She raised both fists, forearms together, back of her hands facing Billy. His weapon bounced off an unseen shield well away from her body.

“Again," she said. "Harder.”

He swung, harder and faster, and the dagger bounced again.

“What’s happening?”

Ems grew excited and muttered a quick spell. The air filled with small, fiery runes, floating. “I found magic hidden in a journal. Before the Rending a wizard named Alatomas Gring created a new class of enchantment. By the time he died he'd discovered these." She gestured at the symbols drifting around them. "And the spell to burn them into your body like a tattoo. They all do something different. The process leaves you weak for a while so I can’t burn them all at once.”

Billy watched the runes. "Let me see."

Ems held her hands waist high, palms down.

“Painful?”

“Yes, but that fades."

"What have you found so far?" he asked.

“Wards to keep you safe from fire or ice or weapons. I've only learned a few.” Billy watched the small burning symbols drift like dandelion seeds.

“Give me one,” he said.

Her eyes went wide.

“Then teach me what you’ve uncovered. I want to know what you know.” “We should go to the roof.”

He gave her a questioning look.

“The smell.”
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The sun was up but the air was cold. They were alone atop the roof. Snow covered everything and Billy saw her footprints from the night before.

“I’ve never been up here," he said. "I’m a little embarrassed by that.”

“I’m here all the time,” Ems replied. “The view is amazing, the wreath of flames inspires me, and I'm always alone.”

Billy circled, looking over the edges.

"Come here," she said. "Hold your hands out palms down."

He did. She muttered a few words and her hand burst into flame. She concentrated and the flame narrowed to a beam, turning the snow to steam.

"Ignore the pain," she said.

Wisps of acrid smoke rose into the still morning air. Billy grit his teeth. Ems wove back and forth, searing the delicate symbols onto the backs of his hands. When she finished, he sat.

Billy cooled each hand with snow. “That hurt.”

“The harder someone swings a blade at you, the harder the rune works. Slow attacks will still get through. The other rune protects us from fire.”

“We should apply the cold ward next.”

“I’ve practiced the first three. They’re complicated.”

He examined the fresh exotic wounds. “Teach me how to create that fire beam. Let's burn them all.”


Chapter 98

Raga exited the Citadel with the old men and heavy cloaks for travel. The dragons had gathered in the courtyard, waiting for her, and Raga asked Chromulus if she would carry three. Before she could answer, Dedathu volunteered.

"I need to stretch my wings," he said.

Raga heard muffled screaming through the thin skin of his throat. Sarden would be a long time dying.

“We fly for Appacca,” she told the men. “The time of reckoning has come. Humans Rent the Fabric and nearly destroyed us. Never again. The petty cannot rule. Climb. Sit behind his head.”

Hundreds of small spikes and prongs covered the scaly red hide. Raga sat behind them and held. She sent Dedathu a mental request; Appacca.

Dedathu had recovered much of his strength and stretched his crimson wings wide, scooping air and pulling hard. His body lifted and another beat sent wind swirling and then his clawed feet left the ground too. The dragon shuddered with laughter. The old men cried out.

"Fear nothing," the young girl shouted.

Dedathu climbed with each beat until the Keep was a speck on the ground. They sliced through the clouds and found four dragons waiting. Vulgut blared his clarion call and bolted for the horizon. The four followed.

Each day they’d fly until dusk and then hunt food for the humans. Raga saw Greenedle Stand through a break in the clouds. The Sawtooth Range fell behind as the Lofty Reaches loomed. Wyrm Roost, the second highest mountain of EmberEarth, rolled over the horizon. The dragons aimed for the peak.
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Dedathu landed in the foothills.

“Humans have never scaled this peak,” Raga warned. “We are lucky to be this close. Do not leave the area.”

Even at this lower elevation, the air was thin and breathing difficult. The mountain was locked in snow and glaciers crept the sheer sides. Winds howled through hundreds of steep canyons which surrounded the highlands. The Five launched for the summit, rolling in vast snow fields like horses and regaining strength and vitality. Raga stayed below until the Great Wyrms were ready to continue. They were airborne a while when Dedathu thanked her.

As Drakkadun you could have insisted, he sent. You honor us.

Raga smiled. They continued their flight north. By now the men had grown accustomed and no longer gripped the dragon with white knuckles and aching knees. Wendel and Lander spoke often, shouting over the roar of the wind. Wendel had no idea why Sarden had kidnapped him. He was thrown in his cell and forgotten. He’d been prisoner over a year by the time Lander was arrived.

"I'd allow you to ask the Supreme Judge," Dedathu said. "But I doubt he'd be able to answer."

The men grew quiet after that. Later, the party flew above thunder clouds and Raga saw a great shimmering yellow beyond the horizon.

"What is that?" she yelled.

"The Dead Sea," Dedathu answered. "The lowest desert on EmberEarth."

As the last of the mountains fell behind, the ground became open plains covered with tall grasses. Days later they crossed the southern edge of Coldpool.

“We’ll reach Appacca before sunset,” Dedathu said.

“Each takes a spire and glowers at the populace," Raga said. "Dedathu and I land on the palace roof. I will speak to the people of Appacca.”

The late afternoon sun made the white rings of the city glow orange. The dragons dropped from the sky and the townsfolk erupted with blind panic. The Five swooped in, four clinging to the highest spires and Dedathu beating his wings dramatically. Raga helped the old men down as terrified soldiers poured from the palace. Raga ignored them until Lander and Wendel had solid footing. She gave Lander a hug.

“Good luck,” she said. “Say hello to Galdra for me.” “I will.”

Lander returned the hug and then both men stepped aside.

“These are your countrymen,” Raga told the soldiers. “I brought them home. I will have words with your king.”

A bearded man stepped forward. “Our king comes,” he said, voice trembling. Behind him, a door flew open and the king’s elite guard flooded the roof. Fading

sunlight gleamed off their green and gold armor. They drew swords, taking defense positions around Raga and the Red. Raga laughed. Vulgut roared a challenge.

The king emerged and stopped. His gaze traveled the crimson behemoth behind a little redhaired girl. His eyes darted to nearby spires where other dragons clung.

Raga said nothing.

Wait for the king to come to you, Nadlahee told her to. Their forces are insects.

The king knows this but will act otherwise.

I understand, Raga sent. He hides his shock well.
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Give him time to overcome his fear, she continued. Do not shame him.

Raga relaxed her stance and casually clasped her hands behind her back. She sent a message to the dragons. I prefer him pliant. We mustn’t humiliate.

Vulgut launched from his spire and sailed across the rooftops. He climbed and disappeared through low clouds, then dove to land atop a new spire.

Raga smiled. Showoff, she teased.

The king misread her smile. “Is this a joke to you, child?”

Raga regarded the man. He was older than she thought he’d be; long white hair and broad shoulders, athletic in his youth but now sporting a large belly. His beard and mustache also white, eyes blue. He wore armor and carried a broadsword on his hip comfortably.

“No, my lord.”

“What is the purpose of this hostile act?”

“Is there someplace we may speak privately, Your Majesty?”

“You’ll speak to me here and now, child, and quickly, before my men pincushion your beasts and I turn you over my knee.”

She knew he spoke from fear and for a moment considered allowing him his bravado. That moment passed. She drew herself tall.

“As you wish, my lord." She took a firm step forward. "You will swear fealty to me before I leave this rooftop. You and your people will abide by the laws you have and the laws I give you. You will continue to collect taxes and run Apathacura from your throne, but the true ruler will be me."

She saw his face turning red.

"You will disband your military, save a small force for self-defense. All decisions of state will pass through me.”

Several of the soldiers swore. Two raised their swords and took menacing steps towards the girl.

Beloved Kin? Chromulus asked.

Not yet, Raga replied.

"Your Majesty?" Raga asked.

Fury twisted his face. The two closest soldiers moved towards Raga. She sighed.

Teach them, she thought.

Chromulus tucked her wings and dropped. She was a blue-white streak slashing across rooftop. Her massive head darted and jaws snapped, closing around the soldiers down to their waist. A beat of wings took her over the rooftops where she released the men. Angry cries rose from the remaining soldiers and more weapons were drawn. Guards moved closer to the king.

“Halt,” the king ordered.

Vulgut jumped from his spire to the palace parapet. His claws scraped stone and his body showered a million droplets of sizzling acid. The fearful soldiers backed away. The Black stretched his neck and blared a deafening challenge.

“My lord,” Raga soothed. “You must understand; this battle has already been fought. This battle was fought the moment I climbed aboard that dragon's back. I am victorious. Some wars are over in an instant. Some, before they’ve begun.”

A soldier near the king let fly an arrow at Raga’s heart.
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Raga heard Silvera hiss and an eagle's talon of red flame shot out, burning the arrow in flight and grabbing the soldier. Claws sank into his body and he screamed. Raga lifted the man over the parapet and dropped him to the street. Chromulus roared and breathed a blast of ice crystals into the air above the gathering. The king and his men were paralyzed by fear as a dusting of snow fell on them.

Raga moved to stand before the king, within reach of his sword. She spoke to his pallid face. “Your Majesty, this way is best. I’ve no desire to slaughter your men. I bring peace. You will govern, but you will not rule.”

"You cast magic," was all he could say.

"Yes."

Raga knew once she and her beasts left the city the king would revert to his old ways. Many painful lessons would be required before compliance. She’d told Nadlahee three generations and that was truth.

Humans learn everything the hard way.


Chapter 99

The plow hit another rock. Fenegal reined the team and dug out another firebrick. The farmer heaved the brick onto the large pile he’d accumulated. He shook the reins and the bored horses moved again. Most of his neighbors thought him eccentric to rotate a winter crop through his land but Fenegal knew better. Beets and parsnips added nutrients to the dirt. His spring harvest would be twice the others. With a low clunk the plow bit again.

When he threw this brick aside, he noticed four men on the far side of his land, watching him. He waved and shouted a hello but they ignored him. After a time, Fenegal got the team moving again. The men were probably passing through and there was work to be done. He watched from the corner of his eye as they cut across his field. When they reached the giant boulder that separated his land from Cornella’s, they stopped and lifted their hands skyward.

As one, they lowered their eyes to stare at a point on the ground. Their hands came down in unison, as if warming them over a fire, and the men began to chant. The ground shuddered. Fenegal pulled his team aside.

Skeletal fingers broke through the earth where he’d been standing. The horses panicked. Across his fields skeletons dug themselves from the earth. A small mound rose between the four men until a bony elbow erupted, followed by a skeletal arm. A tall skeleton, still clad in blue and silver ring mail, looked down on the four. Fenegal backed away, bringing his nervous horses with him, but had to watch.

The tall figure plunged a bony hand into the dirt and removed a blue and silver winged helmet. He placed the helmet on his skull. He rammed his hand into the ground again, withdrawing a pitted sword. From around the field the skeletons gathered.

One of the four lifted a bony arm and pointed to the horizon. "North," he said, his voice raspy and coarse.

As one the undead company turned. The four remained and watched them go. Fenegal dared not breathe. Eventually, the four moved south, away from the farm and the farmer. Fenegal guessed they headed for the next ancient battlefield and a shiver rattled his bones.
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Boorman's Flat, he thought, where they'll find plenty.

Fenegal swung his attention to the company marching north.

I should tell someone.

The farmer shielded his eyes and scanned in every direction. Only the Cornella farm broke the line of the horizon. Fenegal walked his sweating horses to the barn and took off across the fields at a jog.

Joom Cornella had a hard time believing so Fenegal brought him back and showed him the empty graves. Joom saw a glint of steel and pulled a dagger from the soil. The two farmers gazed at each other.

“I had to tell someone,” Fenegal said.

Joom nodded slowly. “Sure you did, but now what?”


Chapter 100

The royal brothers of Lecan behaved exactly as Raga expected. Their father lay dying, an heir unnamed. She'd dropped into their separate camps and presented her ultimatum and each brother had named her a spy working for the other. They refused to listen and ordered her away. Now each marshalled forces.

Raga contemplated.

You hesitate, Nadlahee said.

I do. Many will die. Many times many.

Yes, but fewer dead than civil war.

Killing a score to save a hundred is still killing a score, Raga sent.

Now is not the time for weakness. You—

Weakness? Do not mistake kindness for weakness, First Mother. I'll feel every death I cause on my quest for control.

Nadlahee fell silent, retreated. Raga sensed another take her place.

Always the pragmatist, Silvera mused. Nadlahee views the world as a series of calculations.

She does, and this is her strength and her limitation. I know an act is merciless yet still perform the act. She reduces them to math, devoid of emotion. She avoids tears. I embrace them.

You are the stronger. You are stronger than us all.

Time will tell.

Raga linked with the Five; I'm ready.

She wandered to the edge of the mountain and gazed into the vast Lecanian valley. From this height, she spied maple and oak forests and high grass plains as far as she could see. A beating of leathery wings whipped the air. The ground shook as five enormous bodies landed.

“Our first battle," she said. "The humans must learn the weight of my words. There will be danger. Your deaths are possible." She waited for any to decline. "I would ride the one who will have me.”

Five scaly necks stretched. Her heart caught in her throat. She faced Malachite and ran her small hand along translucent emerald scales. She set a boot and used the spiky prongs to seat herself.

“To Lecanum,” she said.
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Five dragons lifted from the mountain and climbed towards the sun. The flight was brief. As the city came over the horizon, Raga directed the Wyrms to attack Basil’s armies on the eastern outskirts.

Dedathu dove first, eager for carnage, landing amongst the startled soldiers. He filled his lungs and roared hellfire into the camp, thrashing his tail and sending bodies flying. Chromulus flew low, exhaling icy blasts, freezing men in an instant. Vulgut and Al Khasrah landed behind the soldiers. The Umber breathed blasts of heated sand that stripped flesh. Vulgut waded in, biting and clawing and showering the troops with acid from his hide. The screams reached Malachite and Raga circling above.

No time for mercy, she sent.

Malachite dove with folded wings into the heart of Basil’s army. Chaos exploded. Men ran screaming in every direction as Chromulus trumpeted and Dedathu roared. The veteran soldiers organized and lances were brought to bear. A cluster of men charged Vulgut but he spewed a gush of acid and the phalanx broke. His caustic breath poured over them, dissolving everything. Bones flashed pure white before turning to sludge. The Black threw his head back, laughing with the joy of battle.

Basil ran from the command tent bellowing orders to his elite guard. Officers seized control, reshaping the men into a fighting force. Archers fired and Dedathu’s haunch sprouted a flight of arrows.

Raga shot a talon of flame at Basil but missed and the commander drew his sword and charged Vulgut. Raga launched a second claw and this time she hit, carrying Basil high above the battlefield. Malachite met the would-be king in midair. Her jaws snapped shut on his waist, sending his lower half tumbling to the ground.

A roar of dismay rose from his soldiers and ran for their lives. Vulgut and Al Khasrah turned to follow, protruding weapons dotting their hides.

“Let them go!” Raga yelled.

The soldiers that remained faced a slaughter. Vulgut enjoyed the melee and used his breath weapon rarely, preferring claw and teeth and tail to massacre his enemies. The other dragons devastated huge swaths of infantry each time they exhaled. Malachite blew razor salt crystals that sliced through shield and armor and Dedathu roasted any who came close. The battlefield was a churning, swirling maelstrom of death.

Finally, the army broke. Men dropped their swords and ran. Others saw no harm come to them and they too abandoned the fight and ran. What was left of the once mighty force quit the battlefield as a panicked mob.

“To Jarrod’s camp!” Raga shouted, climbing atop Malachite.

The Five leapt to the sky leaving behind a camp in ruins. Bodies littered the high grasses and tendrils of smoke and steam curled in the air. The dragons arched over the city and townsfolk ran in terror. Jarrod’s camp loomed below and although his men had witnessed the destruction of Basil’s camp and so prepared, the results were the same.

Handheld weapons were ineffective against the massive bulk and thick hide of the Wyrms. Vulgut waded in but the others held back, blasting entire platoons. Ice and sand and salt and fire enveloped the fighting men. Morale broke and soldiers ran before the onslaught of the angry behemoths.

Jarrod appeared in the heat of the battle and Raga bid Vulgut pin the man and for one frozen moment, his army watched him struggle beneath a massive reptilian
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claw. Raga stood over the man and pointed a finger at his chest. She lifted her voice, young and clear.

“No more!” she shouted to the assembled force. "No more to men of ambition!" She sent a lance of ice through his heart. Jarrod groaned as the glassy shard

punched through his body and into the ground beneath. She stayed with him until the light in his eyes faded.

“Go home," she told the remaining soldiers. "There is no fortune to be had, no treasures to be stolen. I rule Lecanum. Go home and spread the word.”

One by one, the army staggered from the battlefield.

Raga inspected her allies and found weapons protruding from thick skin at every angle. The beasts were unfazed. She tried to wrench a few but lacked the strength. A charging lance had gashed Vulgut on a foreleg but the wound pleased him.

“Shall we visit a dying king?” Dedathu asked.

“Yes, but we walk. The good people of Lecanum are terrified.”

The king ceded authority to a well-respected advisor, with witnesses, and Raga named him governor. The council readily accepted her new laws, eager to see her on her way. Raga gathered her friends in the city square.

"We rest until morning," she said. "Then we fly for Kultho."


Chapter 101

Gouge carried Gren’s luggage to the room. His boss was already in the garment district, making deals, while Gouge stayed behind to unpack. They’d be in town at least a month, possibly two, and he knew in that time he’d track Yates.

I’ll kill him and throw the body in Lake Tanin. Gren will never know.

Gouge finished unpacking and stepped onto the balcony, drawing a deep breath of fresh spring air. He looked on the bustling city streets and let his mind drift.

So long ago?

The square where he’d met Billy was only a few streets over. The city looked the same but for Gouge, so much had changed. His heart ached for a moment. He missed his friends.

Gouge stepped into his room. He slipped on his new hauberk and coif and stepped into his chausses. He'd never owned armor for his legs. On top, he wore baggy brown pantaloons and fine green shirt. He laced heavy boots. He slipped the coif off his head to rest around his neck. He buckled his Basalt sword, which he now called Shadow Caster, and locked the door behind him.

Finely dressed, he was shown respect everywhere he went, which he returned. He spotted city guard he'd fought but they did not recognize him. Many inches taller and many pounds heavier, Gouge was more man than boy. Shopkeepers fawned as he considered their wares. He stopped at a vendor who once chased him with a stick and purchased two pieces of sweet bread. He ate them as he roamed the town that made him. Gren would need no assistance for hours.

Moments later he was passed by a press of townspeople. He joined them, noting some ran the other direction. The crowd ahead grew quickly. Gouge shouldered his way into the plaza and, stunned, dropped a sweet bread.
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Four magnificent dragons clung to the highest spires of the city and a fifth, deep emerald and vaguely familiar, sat perched atop the palace. They stole his breath. Massive muscle coiled beneath shiny scale. Wickedly intelligent eyes scanned the crowd. The raw power of these creatures made his eyes ache.

Royal guardsmen poured from the royal keep and joined the city watchmen, shoving the crowd away from the palace, clearing the area for battle. Gouge laughed.

Idiots.

The men had no chance.

You need ballistae to beat enemies like that, he thought, and you'd get one shot.

This fight is already over.

He retrieved his sweetbread from the ground and wiped away the dirt. As he bit into the dough, he saw Wylie Yates in city watchmen uniform, sword drawn, jostling the crowd with the others. Gouge spat the bread and gripped Shadow Caster's pommel. More city watchmen arrived.

I can't defeat them, Gouge realized.

Several of the lieutenant’s men had arrows aimed at the Great Wyrms.

“Are you guys stupid?” Gouge muttered.

The air was thick with tension. From the mob Gouge smelled sour sweat and fear. The other dragons waited for the Emerald but the Emerald waited for something else. Gouge sent his gaze in a circle, noticing for the first time the green dragon carried a rider. A massive emerald head swung aside and Gouge saw a girl, a girl with red hair hanging to her waist, a girl with a thin red scarf tied to an arm. He gawked.

Raga?

She looked strong and confident. She sat with shoulders back and chin high. No longer dreamy, her eyes showed a fierce intelligence. She wore a small suit of leather armor and a dagger on her hip. She raised her hands.

“Good people of Kultho,” she called, her voice clear and strong. “I have appealed to your king but he hides, so I deliver my message directly to you.”

Gouge’s eyes filled with tears. Sweet little Raga had found her voice. How was this the same girl? His chest ached with pride. The city listened as she spoke.

“Release your fear," she yelled. "I bring order. I bring justice.”

More townsfolk joined the gathering. The crowd swelled to fill the plaza and surrounding streets. Vulgut stretched his neck skyward and roared and a startled soldier fired an arrow held too long at Dedathu. The missile drove deep into crimson hide. Nobody moved, waiting on the huge beast. Dedathu lowered his head and burned away the offending projectile. He leveled his gaze at the nervous soldier.

“Put away your weapons,” Raga snapped. “This battle is over.” Another arrow flew but harmlessly over the rooftops.

Take me to the street, Raga sent. Join me, Malachite.

Both dragons dropped from the roof to land before the soldiers.

“I will shatter your palace and throw your king in the street," Raga barked. "Put your weapons down.”

A few did but many hesitated. What man takes orders from a little girl?

A young soldier raised his sword and shouted: “For the king!”

For a moment, everyone stared at him as he remained rooted. At last he

charged, striking the Malachite hard in the rib. Many warriors followed, charging in the
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name of the king. Wylie held back and ordered his men to do the same, as did the captain of the palace guard. Some listened, most did not. Swords bit into emerald hide. Malachite snapped her jaws on the closest soldier, cutting him in half. Blood sprayed.

Madness exploded.

Panicked townspeople ran in every direction as soldiers shoved through, eager to avenge their companion. Arrows flew wildly and battle cries rang. Dedathu and Vulgut breathed destruction, burning and melting everything in their path.

A city watchman aimed an arrow at Raga and Gouge hacked the man’s arm, tongues of flame licking the air around his sword. The man burst into flame. With the attack on Raga, the remaining Wyrms launched themselves into the fight. Five dragons crowded the plaza, biting, breathing, clawing, and stomping any man in armor.

Raga saw a citizen defend her and cried out with joy as she recognized Gouge. She jumped from Malachite's neck and ran to her friend. Arrows whizzed and Al Khasrah crushed a man headed for her. Raga was oblivious. She threw herself at her old friend and they hugged fiercely as the battle thundered around them. The dragons kept her safe.

“You found your voice!” he said.

“Oh, my sweet Gouge, I thought never to see you again!” They embraced again, overcome with joy.

Dedathu breathed fire close and the heat ended their hug. The last soldiers fell; the plaza empty save for the dead and dying. Vulgut had a broadsword protruding between ribs and Dedathu chewed on the man who shot the first arrow. Yates was gone. Gouge turned his attention to the huge reptiles, awestruck.

“You ride dragons?”

“Yes," Raga said. "I’ll tell you everything but first I must finish.” She gestured towards the palace doors. “Chromulus, if you please?”

The frosty blue leviathan faced the barred doors. A blast of freezing breath crystallized the entrance and her weighty claw shattered the wood and iron. She drove her bulk into the main hallway, demolishing pillars and fracturing walls. Voices rose in terror. When the monster returned, she carried the terrified king loosely in her jaws.

Cautious townspeople returned and crowded the streets. More gathered on rooftops. Chromulus spat the king on the ground. Raga pointed a finger at his chest. A rough lance of rock shot from her finger and impaled the king through the heart.

“The time of human lordship is over. You may govern, but I rule.”


Chapter 102

General Muradanus entered the throne room, bony feet clacking on marble floor. Dressed in rags and missing his left arm from the elbow, he approached Torqu Maz-Mul slowly. Lumps of fossilized flesh clung to his bones. A sword belt hung limp around bony hips.

“Speak," Torqu said. “You discovered new fields?”

“Yes, my lord. The last men raised fell during the Abandoned Age. They speak of a great battlefield in what is now the WealWood Tropics.”

“How many?”

“An ocean of men, sire.”

259


“To raise so many requires my presence.”

“As you say, my lord.”

Torqu rubbed his hands on the Onyx Throne. I thought of nothing else for three thousand years, he thought. I reclaimed my seat only to lose her again.

He turned his attention to Muradanus. A great leader eons ago, now another slave in my ever-expanding army. My multitude is far greater this time, and filled with powerful warriors. Why settle for a nation when I can rule the world?

“Open the gates, Muradanus, the Host marches south.” “Yes, my lord.”


Chapter 103

The cadaver fly crawled into his mouth, waking him. He spat the insect and rolled to his side, coughing dried blood. For long moments, Brant forgot where he was.

Then he remembered.

Nearby, jackals gnawed the leg of a fallen friend. Around him lay the bodies of his Brothers. He stood on wobbly legs.

Markings in the soil confused him. The tracks of huge lizards crisscrossed the courtyard, layered atop the signs of battle. He gazed up the fortress wall, what remained of it, and found the spot where he'd tumbled.

How am I still alive?

He discovered the Hall of Sacrifice destroyed as was the entrance to the Supreme Judge’s chamber. All books and clothing and furniture had been burned. Inside the Judge’s chamber a wall had been shattered, revealing a hidden stair leading under the mountain.

Brant emerged into a vast cavern, scorched by flame hot enough to melt stone. Enormous mechanical devices had been reduced to piles of molten slag. Melted, but their purpose still clear. He wandered and began to understand.

Sarden kept many secrets.

He found a brick well near the foot of the stairs and realized he was parched. He looked for a bucket and saw in his reflection the destruction of his face. The bolt that had knock him from the wall had crushed bone and lacerated flesh. He stared at the image, realizing the rest of his life would be spent as a horrific monster.

Children will recoil. No woman will touch me.

His gaze became a vacant stare. He looked beyond the water, beyond his face.

A glint caught his eye.

Shackles? Why throw shackles into a well?


Chapter 104

They landed near Lake Tanin. Raga introduced Gouge to each dragon.

"Is Gouge a RedMen?" Dedathu asked.

“Great idea,” Gouge said. He pointed to the red scarf Raga still wore. “Would I be the last of the old RedMen or the first of a new?”

“First of a new,” Raga replied, her voice sad. “Sebastian was the last. But you don’t even know what you're volunteering for.”
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“Teach me. I protected you from the moment I saw you. I admit you’ve better bodyguards now but I sheltered you when you were a nobody.”

Raga smiled softly. "That's true."

“Tell me everything,” Gouge asked. “You rode away on a horse.” “Shiloh.”

“Yes. What has happened since?”

Raga sighed. “Build a fire then. I have a long tale to tell.”

The dragons hunted and plunged into the lake to wash. After the Great Wyrms settled in, Raga shared every moment since they parted. He stared, dumbfounded.

“You want to rule the world?”

“Yes.”

“Why, Raga?”

“The world needs ruling. Humans are like children playing with fire. They’ll burn the place down. They've come close already.”

“You murdered the king in Kultho. Is that how you punish disobedience” “This generation will fight me. My plan will take decades.”

Gouge threw a stick on the fire.

“So what about you?" Raga asked. "What have you done since I left? You’ve grown tall and strong and bear an insignia which means you have a job.”

“Yes, I work for a cloth merchant. Gren’s a good man. Also, Pitter-Patter and I returned magic to EmberEarth.”

“That was you? I went mad that day, Gouge.”

“I’m sorry. Billy said we need magic to fight the Bloodletters. They've grown bold. They conquered Shub and mine under Skyshear for gold. They’re raising an army.”

Dedathu lifted his head to gaze at Chromulus. Raga noticed.

“What should I know?” she asked.

They hesitated.

“Speak," she said. "I trust Gouge completely.”

“There is a creature under Skyshear who must remain. Dedathu and I fought him in our youth. Bloodletters must not set him free.”

Raga turned to Gouge: “Now you see why I fight. Humans act without understanding. They seek power but lack wisdom. For the sake of every living thing on EmberEarth, humans must be controlled.” To the dragons, she said: “Rest and heal. In the morning, we fly for Skyshear mountain.”


Chapter 105

Members of the Order trickled into Shub for months, swelling the ranks until Molech controlled a force greater than any Supreme Judge before him. The few men he'd left in town were stunned to see him march out of the mountains and learn of the undead. Molech used the arcane arts to summon every Brother to him. Sarden had sent thousands of them around the world, chasing various artifacts and information. Molech called them to Shub.

The town populace had been forced to work the mine, leaving behind only the old and the young, but these were sufficient to work the farms and keep his men fed. Many youths had been forced to convert and now wore the gray robes of the Order. Molech
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had taken a tavern as his headquarters. Spies reported the undead had conquered the Citadel and moved south to Prakam.

A knock on his office door brought Molech from a Catasetum dream. “Chancellor," Barjun said, letting himself into the room. "A Brother from the

Citadel here to see you.”

Chancellor. Molech bristled at the man’s title choice. He still sees me as the Second. How many think the same? That kind of thinking cannot be allowed.

“Bring him to me.”

Barjun stepped aside and admitted Brant, entering with the man and closing the door behind them. Bloodletter Brant's face had healed poorly, leaving the man with the look of melted wax.

“You survived?” Molech asked, surprised.

“I lay unconscious for days, weak and feverish.” “What happened?”

“A monster. A demon who owns the dead. An army of thousands poured into our canyon. We killed many only to see them rise. I was struck and fell from the wall. We lost the Citadel.”

“Old news. Have you anything I don't already know?”

Brant shuffled uncomfortably. “When I awoke, I discovered the tracks of massive lizards. The Citadel was torn apart and burned. Below ground Sarden had a secret cavern with jail cells and— “

“Wait. Barjun, you may leave us.”

Brant noted Molech's lack of surprise. He knew of the cavern.

Barjun hesitated, weighing if Molech had the authority to order him out. Molech waited for the lieutenant to exit and then gestured for Brant to sit.

“Tell me about the tracks," Molech said.

“Many sizes, Supreme Judge. I’d guess four but possibly five of the reptilian creatures. They destroyed our home while I lay unconscious. There is something else you should know. The undead lord had a mage with him, a true mage, Lord Judge. He hammered us with bolts of lightning. He summoned a meteor to smash the barrier wall. Magic has returned to EmberEarth. This man cast true spells.”

Molech was stunned. “Impossible.”

“I swear, Lord. The Lord of the Undead had Bloodletters with him but their magic was weak compared to the mage.”

“This is dire news, Brant. Does the Lord have him still?”

“No. A chance bolt severed his head. He fell and did not rise.”

Molech paced the small office. “I know too little. Barjun and his network of inept spies frustrate me, intentionally, at times. I must have complete information to make proper decisions.”

"Yes, Lord."

Molech stood behind Brant and lowered his voice, leaning in close. “I am pleased to have you by my side again, Brant. You have always been loyal. I worry Barjun plots against me. Eliminate him and I will make you my right hand.”

“I will, Supreme Judge.”


Chapter 106
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Raga removed the crimson scarf. She stepped to the edge of the dais and held the cloth overhead, ceremoniously displaying the article to a virtually empty throne room. Only Shiloh bore witness to the ancient ritual.

“I accept his fealty.” Her voice echoed in the vast stone chamber of Highpoint. She bent and retied the sash around Gouge’s arm, tucking in the ends. “Speak the ritual now,” she whispered.

Gouge cleared his throat and concentrated. “Beloved Kin,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “My keen edge serves you. My armor, your shield. My life, your coin.” He calmly drew his basalt sword and waited for the billowing fire to settle. He bent one knee and bowed his head. He raised the weapon on his left forearm.

“Oh, sweet Gouge,” Raga breathed, resting her small hand on the back of his head. “How did I earn such devotion?”

He said nothing, thrilled by the admiration in her voice.

“Rise,” she said, after a moment. “Rise and be the first of my RedMen.” Dedathu stuck his head into the room. “I’ll carry him,” the beast offered. “His

flaming weapon will not hurt me. I'll carry the first RedMen with honor.” Gouge felt a trickle of cold sweat meander down his spine. He had not

considered flying. “You honor me, Ancient Red.”

“Others will come,” Chromulus said. “Those that witnessed our awakening.

Believers. The Faithful, compelled without understanding. This place drew them before.”

"  Let them come. This place shall be my capitol. By now all EmberEarth knows my message. The line is drawn. Sides taken.”


Chapter 107

Brant finished his dinner and pushed away from the table. Molech had shared his harrowing discovery at the mine and tasked Brant to learn the undead creature's weakness.

How does one kill what is already dead?

Molech had revealed some of his war plans and pointed out they'd need to know how to defeat the creature when they met on the battlefield.

Our numbers have multiplied and more arrive daily, but none of that matters. If we can't stop the man, we can't stop his army. Brant pictured the tomb Molech described. He imagined the vein of gold, the smooth cube of polished stone, the strange Abandoned Age writing.

The vein of gold.

Brant's heart jumped.

That was no tomb. That was a prison. His enemies never killed him. They locked him away forever, dying long before he did. He sent that gold to lure us down. I must tell Molech. The Undead Lord cannot be killed. The writing is a warning!

Brant stood, discovering Barjun behind him.

“Brother,” Brant said with a nod.

Barjun rammed his Letting dagger between Brant’s ribs.

“No," he hissed. "Not Brother. I know Molech ordered my murder.”
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Fear shot through Brant as the blade pushed deep. He shoved himself free, an ornate pommel protruding from his chest. Alarmed Gray Robes ran from the room. Rage surged. Brant pulled the dagger out, focusing on his pain, using it to shape a spell. He uttered several words and a clap of thunder separated the two men, flipping tables and chairs. Brant covered his wound to staunch the bleeding and spoke another incantation, igniting Barjun's robes. The Bloodletter slapped at the flames and Brant lunged, slashing Barjun across the throat. Barjun froze for an instant before toppling.

Brant dropped to the floor. Voices shouted but Brant could not understand them. His eyelids were heavy. The door to the common room opened and Molech entered, drawn to the commotion.

If I die, Brant thought, Molech won’t know.

Bloodletters checked the two combatants. As darkness swirled, Brant heard Barjun was dead. Brant tried to speak but no words came. He tried again.

“Vein,” he murmured. That was wrong. Anger surged again. “Runes!” he croaked.

Darkness descended.


Chapter 108

Raga adjusted her back against the Bristlecone Pine. The cool ocean breeze smelled of salt. She shivered. Gouge draped a light shawl over her shoulders. She’d explained such gestures were unnecessary but he’d ignored her. Now she enjoyed them. Vulgut slept at cliff's edge.

The dragon had flown away days ago, returning with crimson ring mail and plumed helm for Gouge.

“Nice view,” Gouge said.

“Yes. On this spot, I accepted my calling.”

“Good spot.”

Raga chuckled.

Gouge looked out to sea, hiding his smile. He'd made her laugh and that made him happy. The last few weeks had been the happiest of his life.

I have purpose, I have a worthy cause.

He looked again at the redhaired girl.

I have Raga.

They’d visited more kingdoms and discovered word of Raga and her dragons had already arrived. Kings accepted her new laws without conflict. Some remembered the stories of Drakkadun and welcomed a return to the old ways. Dedathu spent his days flying, building strength and soaring for joy. He and Gouge formed a friendship. The other dragons lounged, hunting rarely and sleeping often.

Gouge was alerted by the snap of a branch. Vulgut opened an eye.

A man dressed in animal skins raised his hands. His beard hung to his chest. “Please," he said. "Pardon my intrusion.”

Gouge gripped Shadow Caster. “Who are you and what do you want?” “I am Prebun Garthu," the man said. "I bore witness. I've come to help.” Raga looked to Vulgut but the dragon was already headed back to sleep. Chromulus said this would happen.

Raga invited the man to sit. Gouge keep a close watch.
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“I was there,” Prebun said. “When the Great White broke the ice. I’d seen my life’s purpose.”

“He is the first,” Vulgut said, bored. “When last we lived here, we lived with many. Others will arrive soon.”

“How will I feed them?” Raga asked.

“With dragon magic. Silvera knows Galadath. The soil at Highpoint can be made bountiful. This city was once the greatest on EmberEarth.”

Raga looked at the vast rocky plateau. Several ancestors shared their memories and Raga saw a lush and thriving metropolis.

"Welcome, Prebun," Raga said. "We've much to do."


Chapter 109

Molech gave the order and the troops began the march. In the past months, he’d raided towns along the South Soaring, capturing wealth, slaves, and recruits. Once he reached the Diremarsh he swung north, continuing the raids along the Crater Sea. At last he arrived at Shub again.

He sent a raiding party to the mine and they returned with news the place was abandoned. Molech wanted that rich vein and reestablished operations. Brant was assigned the task of deciphering the runes.

The army dug in. With no enemies behind him, Molech would stage his war from here, starting with Lecan. He sent spies into Lecanum and learned the king was dead and his two sons killed in battle. The nation was now ruled by a governor.

The true ruler of Lacan was a redhaired girl, the spies said, and she had declared war illegal. Eyewitnesses swore she cast magic with ease and arrived with a host of dragons.

Frightened by this news, Molech left his tent to walk the camp. He was pleased to find preparations ahead of schedule and the slave's groveling always improved his mood. His wandering took him past the pens for the newest captives and he stopped to observe. Each captive wore manacles.

They glare at me with such hatred.

He got an idea and spoke to the Bloodletter guards.

“Interview each and separate the brilliant.  I will interview them further.”

In one stroke, I remove those most likely to cause trouble and avail myself of their intellect.

Pleased with himself, Molech continued his inspection of the encampment. The recent talk of dragons worried him.

I'd believed Dedathu the last and when he died all was lost. Too bad Sarden is dead too. How he captured one might prove useful.

Molech took two steps and stopped abruptly. A sliver of a thought floated through his mind. A Brother spoke a greeting but Molech silenced him lest he lose his tenuous grip on this insight. He teased the idea into the light.

He turned to face the prisoners. Each of the captives wore shackles.

Sarden didn’t merely capture a dragon, he thought. He held one for years. Why did the beast not free himself?
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Molech closed his eyes and remembered his first meeting with the Red. The immense physical presence of the dragon had overwhelmed him. He'd eagerly sought the secret to immortality but had he been too quick?

Several Gray Robes watched the Supreme Judge cautiously.

I'd asked how to extend my life, not how Sarden mastered him. I was too eager. He placed himself back in that cavern, let his gaze crawl around the room. This time he ignored the enormous beast in front of him, studying instead the devices which

held him trapped. He saw nothing extraordinary, certainly nothing special enough to trap such a force of nature. In his mind’s eye, he examined the creature, arriving at last on the manacles placed around claw and throat, remembering they were thin, decorative.

How did they hold the Red?

His eyes snapped open.

I’m a fool!

"No!" he shouted.

I had the secret to dragons within my grasp, and now the Citadel is destroyed! Molech was paralyzed with rage. The Supreme Judge noticed several concerned

Bloodletters staring at him.

“Are you well, Lord?” asked one.

Molech met his eyes, then shifted his gaze to the pen and the boiling hatred he saw there. Filled with fury at his own stupidity, he pointed at the new slaves.

“Those three,” he said. “String them up. I will whip them for their insolence.” “Yes, Judge,” the confused Bloodletter said.

“You’ll find me in my tent.”

“Yes, Judge."

He stalked away, but again stopped abruptly.

"Find Brother Brant," he ordered. "Send him to my tent too."

“Yes, Judge."

Behind him, he heard cries from the slaves who had learned their fate.


Chapter 110

At first, they arrived one at a time. Then by twos and threes. Today over a dozen climbed the steep slope to Highpoint and pledged themselves to the Drakkadun. Silvera had been busy teaching Raga the power of creation and across the plateau, fruit trees blossomed, wheat, barley, and oat grasses grew.

Most pilgrims served Raga or the Five, but a few heard a deeper call.

Gouge stood before the new Order of RedMen; Prebun, Nurid, Jesen, Veeck, and Ripley, and began his lecture about the proper way to disarm a man. He knew others would come and the Order would grow, and that pleased him. Raga could never be too safe.

They came from all over. Those who had seen the dragons rise were the most powerfully affected and ready to die for the Drakkadun. Others had seen the beasts from afar. Some saw them only in dreams but awoke knowing their life’s new purpose. They were eager to work. Farmers and carpenters and smiths; all the persons needed to found a nation.
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Chapter 111

In his simple bedroom, Bin sat motionless before the candle; legs crossed, hand resting in his lap. He wore linen pants and tunic and his heightened senses brought awareness of every fiber touching his skin. He breathed as he'd been taught, two quick out, one long in, triggering the deep trance state he needed. When the moment was right, he held his palm over the steady flame.

He turned inward and found his heartbeat. He searched his mind and found the nerves conveying pain and told them to stop. He found the heated skin cells preparing to burn and stopped that as well.

In his year at the temple, he’d discovered many truths but most profound was the power of Ashur. He'd proved an adept student and risen through the ranks. More recently he passed the test from Faith to Knowing. Now, with a silent prayer, his skin turned to sandstone. The heat from the candle receded.

Through Ashur, all things.

He prepared to return his skin to human flesh when a thought occurred to him.

I moved from faith to knowing yet limit my knowing to what I'm taught. Knowledge sits and waits.

The insight sent his awareness spiraling upward.

This ritual was designed to expand my thinking, not merely toughen my skin.

A rush of excitement beset him, a desire to step outside what he knew.

In Ashur, all things.

He muttered a prayer and the flame jumped from the candle to his hand. The fire spread up his wrist and to his other arm. Flames crawled around his body, licking across his stony skin. He smiled.

Knowing returns to Faith, a higher understanding.

The power of Ashur raced through his veins.

Why stop here?

He altered his prayer and the sandstone thickened, growing angular. The wispy flames burned bright, wrapping him in a small cyclone of fire. Bin laughed.

Jakob, passing his door, heard the laughter and opened the door.

“Great God!” the young man blurted. "I'll get help!"

Bin laughed again. “Yes, God is great, Friar Jakob, but stay. I need nothing.” Jakob stared, astounded. “What has happened?”

“A leap of faith, my friend. I understand. I transcend.”

Bin closed his eyes and willed the flame out but his skin denser, his body stronger. Ashur flowed and Bin grew taller, broader.

“Bring the Elders,” Bin said, his voice like grinding boulders.

Friar Jakob raced from the room.


Chapter 112

“You’ve started the world spinning," Gouge said.

Raga smiled. "Not out of control, I hope."
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They sat in the giant sanctuary room under the gaze of two dragon statues. Dedathu slept on the floor nearby. Malachite sat perched in an opening overhead, watching the populace race around, busy as ants.

“I notice there is one city we have not visited," Gouge said.

Raga’s smile faded.

“You can’t avoid them forever.”

Raga looked at the ground. “They’ll resist, Gouge. They won't fight me like the others but I fear losing them. I fear losing you.”

“You’ll never lose me.”

“So you say.”

“I swear. Bast will embrace your ideas.”

“Doubtful, although Bin will. Pitter-Patter will not.” “Pitter-Patter will not,” he agreed.

Five girls entered the sanctuary. Raga waved them closer and they knelt at her feet, pressing foreheads to floor. Raga looked at Gouge.

“I didn’t teach them that,” he said.

“Stand," Raga said. "How can I help?”

He saw the awe on their faces. He realized here was a force to be nurtured and sharpened. They would die for her. How many girls live here? I can shape them into bodyguards and emissaries.

The girls stood. The oldest, with long, light brown hair, asked if Beloved Kin was hungry. Raga said yes and the girls hurried outside, quickly returning with plates of fruit, beautifully prepared. The girls departed, bowing and walking backward.

“What is that about?” Raga asked.

“The start of something useful, I hope. Your plan will create many enemies. I’ll need help to keep you safe. The ranks of RedMen has grown but consider the advantages of a female force. I can send them as representatives when the situation is too dangerous for you.”

Raga raised an eyebrow and looked at Dedathu. Gouge looked annoyed. “You can’t beat everyone over the head with your lizards. Some will require a

different form of persuasion. Let me send a qualified agent in your place, an authorized female that speaks for you, and negotiations will be easier.”

“I leave this to you. When did you get so smart?”

“I worked for a shrewd business man who loved to brag. I learned a lot.”


Chapter 113

“The student is now the teacher,” Friar Trecena said, plucking at the sleeves of his linen tunic. “To what purpose would we engage in additional philosophical debate? You are living proof of his power, his instrument. He acts through you. We cannot know his mind but you are his will. What would you do?”

“Is my time here finished?”

“Yes, Bin. Our histories say manifestations like yours occur rarely. Ashur has a plan for you. Your days of meditation are over. Search your heart. What do you feel?”

Bin sat quietly a moment. “I miss my sister.”

“Seek her. You are always welcome but you have surpassed us, Friar.”
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Bin knew Trecena was right. The power of Ashur flowed through him and with it an eagerness to return to the outside world. Friar Trecena hefted his bulk and the two men hugged. Bin returned to his room to pack his few belongings. Soon came a knock on his door and Bin welcomed Jakob and a handful of friends.

“We'll walk you out,” Jakob said. "I always knew you’d be the first of us to leave." “How so?”

Jakob gestured to his friends. “We seek Ashur, daily. We chase him. You, he visits. From our earliest lessons this was obvious."

The group of young men moved through the narrow halls of the abbey until they stood before the exit. Jakob lifted the bar and gave his friend a last hug.

“In Ashur, all things,” Bin said, speaking the ritual.

“In Ashur, all things,” they intoned.

Bin scanned the street as the door closed behind him. He faced the sun, basking in the warmth, and then headed for his sister's last residence. She no longer lived there but the landlord gave him the new address; a cottage on the edge of town surrounded by low walls and gardens.

Bin opened the small gate in front and Cinder raced from the back of the house, tail wagging. Bin hugged the great beast as she licked his face. The front door opened.

Bast burst into tears when she saw her brother again. She brought him in and they sat for hours catching up. She dressed Cinder in armor to show her off.

"Do you still see our friends?" he asked.

“Edmon joined the army. Ollie, Kalum, and Sala live at Sala’s house and still work at the library. Kalum and Sala married.” She shared what she knew of the others.

A loud but distant thud sounded outside. Cinder, asleep in the corner, sprang to her feet, growling at the front door.

From the front yard, they saw smoke rising from the top of Windham Keep. “That’s the college,” Bast said, alarmed. “Pitter-Patter’s there. We should help.” They ran through the streets, dodging the flood of people running the other way.

At last they rounded the last corner.

A gang of Gray Robes threw scintillating bolts of power around the square. They were surrounded by three times their number in mercenary forces, busy battling the city guard. Emerald beams lanced. More city guard poured in.

“There are more Bloodletters inside,” Bast said, pointing to the Keep. Smaller skirmishes raged behind the windows on every floor. “Billy's trapped. We must help.”

Bin muttered a quick prayer and his skin crystallized into polished marble.

"Stay here," he rasped.

He and Cinder entered the building just as another explosion shook the black tower. After, the invaders closed on the entrance, driving the city guard back, giving their brethren time to complete their mission.

Bin and Cinder entered a room and saw smashed furniture and broken bodies. A Gray Robe pointed a bloody hand at Bin and a beam of crimson shot out and slammed the holy man in the chest. Bin grunted and his skin thickened and he marched headlong into the hammering beam. When he reached the Bloodletter, he swung a heavy fist and sent the mage sprawling, skull crushed. Cinder launched herself at the nearest Gray Robe, a Letting dagger bouncing harmlessly off her armor. She sank fangs into flesh and the man went down with a gurgle.
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Man and wolf waded into the fight. Through a window, Bast saw them disappear under a surge of bodies but emerge a moment later, Bin's body wrapped in flames and swinging with the strength of a giant. Bloodletters and mercenaries alike flew across the room. Cinder ripped flesh and the two gradually worked their way up the tower. Flashes of green and blue lit the interior. The floors filled with smoke. Soon the smoke grew dense, blinding her to events.

A loud explosion shook the ground and smoke rose from the nearby palace. Bast realized another battle raged, an attack on the palace to draw resources from the attack on the college. She whimpered, unsure what to do.

Bin and Cinder battled through a doorway and into a nightmare. Mangled bodies cluttered the floor. Entrails hung from desks and stuck to walls. These Bloodletters were more advanced and Bin was hammered by a fusillade of bolts. Cinder hid under a desk until there was an opening, then leaped and fastened her jaws to the nearest throat.

Bin shouted a prayer and charged, doubling in size as he slammed into a knot of Gray Robes. He lifted a man and broke him over a knee. Blades bounced off his granite skin. As the men focused their attention on this stone giant, Cinder dashed and darted, ripping out throats and snapping bones and finishing the wounded.

On each floor the resistance stiffened. Soon they were forced to stop. Too many Bloodletters supported by too many soldiers blocked their path.

They've been bringing men in for months, he thought. Hiding amongst the townspeople.

"We can't sit and wait," he told Cinder.

Her ears went up.

"We must stop them. Billy needs us."

Bin grimaced at the scattered bodies. This attack on the innocent filled him with rage. He called upon Ashur and charged into the room.


Chapter 114

The air screeched as if torn apart. Bast shielded her eyes from the sun and saw a massive red dragon dropping towards the square. Too stunned to move, Bast dropped to the ground where she stood. The creature stirred deep, primordial fears, but she could not look away. The dragon was magnificent and terrifying.

The beast circled in a wide arc, a rider in crimson armor seated behind the massive head. Behind him sat three young women dressed in scarlet robes. The beast cupped his wings and lightly touched down on the square. As the rider slipped from the neck, Bast saw something familiar. He strode towards her, removing his plumed helmet. Gouge gave her a huge grin. For a moment, Bast forgot what happened around her.

“Gouge," she cried. "I’m so happy to see you!”

An explosion rocked Windham Keep. The red warrior slammed his helmet on. “Cinder and my brother are inside,” she shouted. “Bloodletters are here to steal

the Codices.”

Gouge drew his basalt sword and flame billowed. He drew his short sword and pointed at the girls riding Dedathu. “Our business is with the King of SeaEnd," he said. "Not Bloodletters. But I cannot refuse a friend and the Gray Robes must be stopped. Keep our fledgling ambassadors safe, Dedathu. I will call when I am ready.”
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The young women in scarlet held tight as Dedathu lifted from the square, headed for the clouds.


Chapter 115

Bin was thrown against the marble wall a third time. There were too many to get through. His skin and fire protected him from the worst but he bled from a dozen wounds. Cinder too. A veteran Bloodletter with a huge mask of black veins stepped forward. He held a boy in his arms, dagger to the lad’s throat.

“This is not your fight, holy man,” the Gray Robe bellowed. “Leave us. I’ll spare the remaining students.”

“No Bloodletter speaks truth," Bin said.

“What choice have you? You cannot win.”

Bin wracked his brain for an idea. The man was right. Each room had to be crossed to reach the next flight of stairs. There was no way to avoid the men.

"All right," he yelled. "We're leaving."

The flames around his body sputtered and went out, his skin reverted to normal. Bin grabbed Cinder's scruff and backed out of the room, sitting a short distance down the stairs.

“There are too many,” he told Cinder. Does my Lord test me?

The wolf held his eyes briefly but then looked down the empty stairwell. Her tail wagged slowly.

“Is someone coming, girl?”

The tread of boots echoed up the steps. A crimson warrior rounded the corner.

“Need some help?” Gouge asked.

Cinder barked once, loud.

Bin stared in disbelief. In Ashur, all things! “Gouge! Why are you here? Why are you dressed like that? You fought your way through to us?”

Gouge laughed. “I’m a RedMen, old friend. I serve Raga.” He leaned over and scratched Cinder’s ears. The wolf licked his bloody hand.

Bin’s mouth dropped open. “Raga? Our Raga? You’ve seen her?”

Gouge put a hand on Bin’s shoulder. “We have much to discuss," he said. “But not right now.”

“You're right but Bloodletters and soldiers fill the next room. They hold students hostage. I'm thrilled you're here but a dozen of you would have been better. Any idea what to do?”

Gouge looked past Bin to the room beyond. “Yes,” he said.

Bin saw a red blur as Gouge vaulted into the room. He uttered a quick prayer to Ashur and joined his friend, his life placed in the hands of his Lord. The veteran Gray Robe was already down with a short sword through his wrist, pinning his arm to his chest. The hostage boy lay against the wall where he’d landed, unharmed.

Gouge moved Shadow Caster like an artist's brush, flowing smoothly from one position to the next. Large billowing petals of fire ignited the stunned men as Gouge shifted without hesitation from attack to defense and back again. Bin had seen the boy fight before but never like this. In their time apart, Gouge had mastered his weapon and his astonishing speed. He decimated them with constant motion, accepting what they

271


left unprotected and slicing deep before moving on. When they did manage a blow, his crimson ring mail deflected the injury, rarely causing him to slow, never bringing him to a stop. When he finished, bodies lay strewn.

Gouge knelt next to a dying Bloodletter. “How many upstairs? Tell me and I’ll make your death quick.”

“Too many for you,” the man coughed. “You can’t stop us!”

"I stopped you," Gouge said. He drew a dagger to end the man's life but reconsidered and sheathed the weapon. “I guess we fight blind," he told Bin

"Yes, but this time I'm at your side." Bin closed his eyes and an instant later his skin thickened to stone and erupted in flame. Cinder barked.

"Neat trick," Gouge said.

They climbed the tower room by room. No soldier was a match for Gouge. Cinder and Bin occupied Bloodletters until Gouge could dispatch them. Two floors later they stopped to rest.

“There are so many,” Gouge panted.

“They planned this a long time.”

“Bast said they were here to steal the Codices.”

“I thought the same thing. Pitter-Patter goes to school here. I'm afraid he's trapped at the top.”

Gouge smirked. “That young man is a magnet for trouble.”

On the next floor the trio never left the stairwell. Desks had been stacked to form a barricade and men waited behind with swords drawn and spells ready.

“This looks impossible," Bin said. "They blocked the stairs. We're forced to clear a path but that leaves us vulnerable.”

Gouge studied the barrier, searching for a weakness. “My turn to ask you for ideas,” he said.

“I have nothing," Bin said. "There are too many enemies in that room.”

Gouge remembered the Butcher's words and searched for any advantage. Know your surroundings, the man had said.

A large stained-glass window lit the room. Desks and chairs and bodies littered the floor. Chalkboards clung to the walls, covered with lessons. His eyes returned to the window.

“I have an idea.," Gouge said. "Take Cinder and move farther down the stairwell.” He ran into the room, dodging several bolts of emerald fire. The invaders were

safe behind their wall but their visibility was restricted. Gouge jumped and rolled, moving fast until he stood before the window. With one swing, he shattered the glass and metal framework. He quickly climbed onto the ledge outside.

Dedathu, gliding in huge circles around the sky, saw him and flew close, hovering outside the window.

Gouge pointed inside. "Our enemy has hidden behind a barricade of desks and chairs. Will you encourage them to move?”

Dedathu moved closer and stuck his massive head into the room. He drew air and Gouge moved away from the window. The three girls clung to each other and closed their eyes. In a moment of stillness, they heard Sarden's muffled cries for mercy. The air whistled as it left the dragon's throat, igniting as it passed over tongue and teeth. With a deafening roar a squall of churning wildfire slammed the barrier and poured
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through the many openings. Men screamed on the other side and the voices of three terrified girls joined them. The blast sent desks flying or turned them to ash instantly. Dense flames as hot as the sun whipped through the stairwell. The soldiers and Bloodletters not killed outright clawed each other to retreat up the stairs.

Dedathu backed away from the Keep. Bin raced into the room in time to see the ancient Red beat his wings and curl away from the tower, three ladies in scarlet clinging to the neck. Gouge stepped through the broken window and saw Bin's astonishment.

“We’re friends," Gouge said, jerking a thumb over a shoulder.

Bin shook his head and crashed into the remaining desks, taking stairs two at a time. The stone walls still glowed faintly orange. Gouge and Cinder followed. The shocked defenders were slaughtered before they could recover.

The next few floors held no invaders and the threesome climbed rapidly; classrooms, a library, a small dining hall, and sleeping quarters. Windows were blown out and walls splattered with blood. Smoke hung in the air. The young men encountered only debris and an occasional body all the way to the top.

Heavy double doors blown off their hinges greeted them at the final floor. They heard voices in the room beyond and crept the last few steps. Gouge peered cautiously around the corner.

A tear in the fabric of space hovered in the center of the room above a large black candle. Edged in flickering dark red and blue and floating two feet above the floor, Gouge looked through the impossible opening into a vast chamber on the other side. Moon and stars shone through the nighttime windows there. Bloodletters and soldiers passed between the two room, carrying from the tower books and hostages and returning for more. Gouge spied three empty pedestals. The Codices were gone.

“Bin,” Gouge whispered. “They've taken the books already."

"How? We hold the stairs."

"They created a hole in the air, an opening to another room somewhere. They’re moving items through. What do we do?”

Bin searched his heart. “We attack to save as many kids as possible. With surprise, we can pass through the breach and retrieve the Codices and children. What else can we do?”

"All right," Gouge said.

He drew his swords and charged the closest knot of men. There was panic as Gouge came around the corner, his black sword billowing orange flames, followed by a stone juggernaut and a ferocious and well-armored wolf. They slammed into the startled men and the invaders suffered a dozen causalities before mustering a defense. Bin and Cinder attacked the soldiers as a team. The young man smashed through defenses and Cinder finished them off, ripping throats and crushing skulls in her powerful jaws. In minutes the trespassers found themselves retreating. Bin pulled two students to safety and shoved them towards the stairs.

The Breach pulsed and suddenly widened. More soldiers and Bloodletters poured through. Each intruder killed was replaced by two and the battle quickly turned. Bin saved another student, pushing the child towards the double doors, but found himself slowly forced towards the stairwell.

More soldiers surged through the Breach. A heavily scarred Bloodletter, his face covered with veins, stepped through the portal and threw a bolt of energy at Bin so
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massive the holy man was slammed against the far wall. Cinder leaped at the man’s throat but a soldier jumped in front, driving a blade into the animal’s hip. Cinder snarled and bit the man’s face but limped away when she hit the floor, short sword dangling from her thigh.

Gouge was surrounded. His incredible speed let him dodge the deadlier thrusts, but time ran out. A dagger pierced his thigh and as he pulled away, a broadsword slashed his arm. Chain links went flying.

“Bin!” he called. “I need help!”

Stunned, and with a ringing that left him deaf, Bin ran to help his friend, crashing into a Bloodletter preparing a spell. He collected Gouge and Cinder under each arm and ran for the stairs. The heavily scarred Gray Robe sent bands of yellow force flying after them and they fell to the floor struggling, causing the bands to tighten. Two soldiers closed on Cinder as the veteran Bloodletter raised his Letting dagger to cast again.

The tower heaved. Walls cracked and thunder boomed. The intruders hesitated a moment, unsure of the cause, then rushed forward to finish the boys.

The tower heaved again and the ceiling exploded, revealing blue sky. Brilliant white light flashed and Billy and Ems now stood between the invaders and their friends.

They wore simple black robes and held staves of polished mahogany. Billy’s shaved head was covered with intricate, interwoven tattoos, starting at his hairline and running around his neck and throat. Where his arms extended from his sleeves, more beautiful, interlocking tattoos covered his skin. His face was fierce.

Ems still had her long dark hair, but her arms and throat were similarly adorned. Multiple earrings dangled from each ear, starting at the lobe and running around the pinna. She wore a ring on every finger and a thin silver chain around her neck set with a single diamond, which glowed pale blue. A scar followed her right cheekbone.

Gone from their eyes was any shred of childhood.

Ems aimed her mahogany staff at the soldiers and short black beams darted. Each man turned to statues of ash. The heavily scarred Bloodletter jabbed a finger at Billy and lightning arced, but the boy stood motionless and the electricity danced above his skin. Billy pointed his staff at the man and uttered a few words and many of the man's old scars reopened. He screamed and staggered. Billy lifted his staff higher and spoke again and every remaining scar flew open simultaneously. Blood sprayed. The Bloodletter screamed again and crumpled to the floor. His bands of yellow evaporated.

Panic hit the intruders. Several shouted conflicting orders and a few ran for the Breach. Ems touched the diamond around her neck and a tiny ball of fire danced around her fingers, expanding rapidly. With a command the orb shot across the room and through the Breach.

Thousands of miles away a dark room buried deep in the guts of a castle filled with dazzling and agonizing flame. Men screamed. A Bloodletter, eyes big with fear, hastily uttered words of power and the Breach snapped shut.

Billy and Ems faced the remaining invaders and Bin stared aghast at the merciless ferocity of the young wizards' attack. Everywhere he looked he saw brilliant white darts decimate flesh and black beams pierce bodies. The Bloodletters, backed by mercenaries, never had a chance. Billy and Ems cut them down like weeds. When the last fell, smoke curling from a scorched gray robe, Bin struggled for words.

“You made that look easy," he said, softly.
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“It was not," Billy stated.

“They took hostages, Billy. Children.”

“We’ll get back all we can.”

Gouge, dazed, looked up at Billy. He offered a hand and Billy helped him rise.

Gouge saw Billy's eyes were hard now.

“You’ve changed, Pitter-Patter.”

“I would hope so. Gouge, Bin: this is Ems.”

They gave her a distracted nod, still gawking at their old friend. She returned it and then lifted her hood and tucked her long hair.

“They moved sooner than expected and with greater force," she told Billy. "True."

“They stole the Codices," Bin said. “You expected this attack?” Billy checked on Cinder, carefully withdrawing the short sword.

“Yes," he said. "We will retrieve the Books as well as the children, now that we know where to find them.”

Bin tilted his head in confusion. “You used the Codices as bait?” He looked around the room at the destruction, bodies of students mixed in with soldier and Bloodletter. “That's ruthless, Pitter-Patter.”

“That's calculated,” Ems fired back.

Bin stared at the floor. "Calculated. Wow."

Billy held his hand over Cinder and the huge beast lifted from the ground, floating next to Billy's knee. “See you below," he told Ems.

The young woman whirled her staff overhead and a black sheet of stars drifted down, hiding her. When the sheet drifted low enough, she was gone.

“Come with me, friends,” Billy said, descending the stairs with Cinder. "Bin, the Bloodletters successfully hid their location and their plans. To open the Breach, they punched a hole in those defenses from the inside. Such tunnels leave a trail."

"You baited them with the Codices."

"Yes. We can exploit their mistake. We can track them.” Bin marveled at the calm brutality in his voice.

Bast and Ems waited. Dedathu and the scarlet girls sat nearby. Bast ran to Cinder, hugging the wolf and weeping. She immediately began a song of healing, her pure voice filling the air. Gouge moved to check on the girls.

“You’ve changed too,” Billy told him, eyeing the huge Red.

“I'm a RedMen," Gouge replied. "I serve Raga, Drakkadun and Beloved Kin. She has a plan to free the world and create paradise. You should join her too.”

Billy and Ems exchanged a knowing look.

“We’ve heard of her plans,” Ems said, disapproving.

Gouge smiled ruefully. “Raga said you’d resist.”

"Freedom means free to make terrible mistakes," Billy said. "Never eliminate someone's right to fail."

“She’ll end atrocities.”

“She’ll domesticate humanity.”

The old friends regarded each other in silence.

Gouge stuck out his hand. “I have an appointment with the king,” he said.

“You might want to bathe first,” Billy replied, shaking hands. "And he’ll resist too."
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Gouge, still splattered with blood and gore, climbed on Dedathu. “Everyone with power resists, Pitter-Patter, but Raga hardly ages now. This will happen.”

Ems moved close to Billy. She slipped a hand around his waist, he wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders.

Gouge smiled. “Have you thought what your mother will say? I doubt she’ll approve your new look.”

Billy laughed.

“Up,” Gouge said, and Dedathu beat his giant wings.

When they’d gone, Billy faced the twins. Bin stared at the ground. Bast held Cinder.

“And you?” Billy asked Bin. "You listened closely to Gouge."

“I listened to my heart. I am the Hand of God. Ashur says the Drakkadun work his will. I am obligated to serve Raga.”

All eyes turned to Bast. She looked up and truly saw Billy for the first time. Her eyes went wide.

“Pitter-Patter, what have you done?”

Her gaze shifted to Ems, then to the embrace they shared. When Bin's words finally penetrated her thoughts, her heart broke. Her lips trembled.

“Pitter-Patter is right, Bin," she said. "Raga seeks to tame us. She means well, but she can't see the wrong in what she does.”

Bin sat beside his sister, wrapping his arms around her. He hugged her a long time. At last he stepped away.

“My God speaks," Bin said. "I must answer.”

He turned his back on his friends, headed for the palace and a rendezvous with Gouge. Bast held Cinder and cried.

End Book One
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