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Book One
The Mage and the Magpie
by Austin J. Bailey



Chapter One
In which there is a pool of drool
Brinley fell out of a dream onto the floor of her bedroom and the jolt of the cold tiles against her sleep-warmed feet instantly sent her up on tiptoes. Last summer her dad had gotten four truckloads of tile for free. It was free because nobody could sell it, and nobody could sell it because it was so ugly, but that didn’t stop him from ripping out all of the carpet and tiling every last inch of the house. Sure, it was easier to keep clean, but tile was cold. She shivered in her nightgown, which was really just one of her dad’s old work shirts. She was too old to wear her dad’s shirts to bed, she thought vaguely. It was time to get some real pajamas, warm ones. Then again, the shirt had almost no holes in it, and it was so soft. Best of all, it smelled like Dad. And Dad smelled warm.
She got back into bed and then leapt out again when she remembered what had awakened her. The noise! It had been so loud! She dashed down the hall to her father’s room and shook him awake in the middle of a snore.
“Dad, did you hear that?”
He put his palms to his face and rubbed slowly. “Uh…what? What time is it?” he said blearily.
“Did‌—‌you‌—‌hear‌—‌that?” she repeated, more earnestly now that he was actually awake.
“Hear what, Brinley?”
“That noise. It practically shook the house!”
“What noise?” he asked patiently, pushing himself up on one arm and looking around as if to find the source of it. “Are you sure you weren’t dreaming?”
“Yes,” she said fervently. Then, “Well, maybe not…I mean, I guess when you’re dreaming and a giant gong wakes you, you can’t be sure if the gong was in the dream or not…”
“Exactly,” he said, nodding and lying back down. He was asleep again as quickly as he had awakened. He always did that. Now she was going to be awake all by herself for who knew how long, trying to figure it all out. She hopped onto the end of his bed, crossed her legs, and tried to remember what the sound had been like. Gong was how she had described it, but maybe it was more like a boom…like a cannon, maybe? Or was it more like a loud clang? No…
***
When she woke up the next morning, she was still on her father’s bed. She was half lying down, half sitting up, with an impressive amount of drool pooled beside her face. Evidently she had fallen asleep with her head on her hand, elbow propped against her knee, and then face-planted some time later. Her father was poking her.
“Wake up, drool-face.”
She lifted her head but stayed sprawled, wiping her face with one hand and batting him away with the other.
“Bad Daddy,” she said weakly. He stopped, then burst out laughing. She smiled with her face half-buried in the bed.
Later, as they stuffed their faces with pancakes, he asked what all the fuss had been about last night, and she repeated the story.
“Hmm…” was all he said when she finished.
“Hmm…” she mimicked.
“Well, it’s probably nothing,” he continued. “All the same, you should tell me if it happens again.”
“Really?” This was not at all how she had expected him to react. She’d thought he would simply reassure her that it was just a dream, and by doing so, end the silly idea that she was clinging to: that it may not have been a dream at all.
“Sure,” he said easily, helping himself to another pancake. “Giant nighttime bells are nothing to trifle with.”
“You’re making fun of me!”
“No,” he said, growing serious. “No, I’m really not.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “Well, maybe I am a little.” He gave her a significant look. “Actually, it happened to me once.”
“Really?” she replied. “What do you mean?”
“Hearing bells in the night. A bell,” he corrected himself.
“You never told me that,” she said, excited.
“No,” he said simply. “It was a long time ago…” He trailed off, and they ate in silence for a while.
“Dad,” Brinley said at length, thinking of the question she had meant to ask him, “how did you find me?”
“Hmm? Oh. In a basket, on the steps of the old church at Morley, like I told you,” he said, stirring the leftover syrup on his plate idly.
“No, I mean how. How were you there, at Morley, in the middle of the night?”
“Ah.” He looked up at her with renewed interest, eyes flashing a little in the morning light. “That brings us back to the bell.”
Brinley’s pulse quickened.
“I heard it that night. It brought me right out of bed. It was ringing again and again, so loudly that I couldn’t hear myself think. I got halfway to the church before I realized that no one else seemed to be bothered by it. No lights on, no one looking out their windows. The bell stopped as soon as I got there, and there you were, waiting for me.”
Brinley was quiet for a moment, reflecting on this new piece of the puzzle. “I don’t understand,” she said finally.
“Which part?”
“The bell.”
“What about it?”
“Well,” she said slowly, “Morley Church doesn’t have a bell.”
He blinked. “It doesn’t?”
“I don’t think so,” she said, shaking her head. She went there all the time, and she could have sworn it didn’t, but now she was doubting herself. “I’ll have to check, I guess.”
He shrugged. “Well, there was on the night that I found you. I know I heard one.”
“Do you think that’s what I heard last night?”
“I don’t know, Brin. Maybe.” He glanced at the clock. He took her plate and moved to the sink, where he began to wash the dishes.
“Dad,” she said, “what did it sound like?”
“What?”
“The bell.”
His hand made a slow, silent circle around the plate in the dishwater.
“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “It was…I don’t know.”
“What?” she prompted.
He turned to her, cocked an eyebrow. “Well, I was going to say that it felt like it was from somewhere else.”
Brinley felt a twinge of excitement. This was exactly what she’d thought last night, but this morning she figured he would think she was crazy. “Like another world?” she asked.
His eyebrows went up. “I don’t know what that even means,” he said, smiling sheepishly. “I’m probably being silly.”
“Yeah,” she said hastily. “Right, me too.”
They looked at each other awkwardly, then he shrugged and said, “Maybe we can go down there and take a look around together this Saturday.”
She brightened. “Really?”
He smiled. “I’ll be home late tonight. Don’t wait up.”
She watched him go. She thought about her father being drawn out of the house in the middle of the night by a bell that no one else could hear. It had led him to her when she was a baby. Could it have something to do with where she came from? Saturday, he had said. They would go to Morley on Saturday and check it out.
She glanced around the empty house and tried to imagine waiting until Saturday. She sighed. There was no way she could wait that long. She had to know now. There was something strange about that sound. It was as if it were calling to her. Something deep inside her had recognized that bell. It was ringing for her.



Chapter Two
In which someone is very nearly eaten
Brinley was not wrong. The sound had indeed come from a place far from her world. In that place, several days before Brinley was awakened by the sound of the bell, the oldest of all the mages fingered his long beard and curled his age-worn body into a wisp of night mist, vanishing in the wind. He was the Wind Mage, after all, and the wind was his business.
The devil-child whom he had been following screamed and raised a fist in protest, but there was nothing to be done. Animus was too smart to be taken in by its tricks, too clever, too old, perhaps, to wander into a trap so obvious. He had followed the child across the night as it beckoned to him, followed it silently past the guards over the ancient bridge, followed it disbelieving over the section of the bridge that should not have been passable, moving through walls and wards of magic that should have barred their way; nobody should have been able to cross this bridge. The mages had taken precautions long ago to keep this from happening.
He had followed the creature through the mist at the top of the high, arched bridge and down the other side into a dark and tangled forest which bears a name so old and evil that it cannot be written. He had followed it long enough. He would go alone to investigate the creature’s claim. He would do it carefully, quietly; he would be nothing more than breath-mist on the wind, hiding his name and power from the darkness that lived within.
It didn’t take long before he found her.
She was unconscious‌—‌dead, he thought at first‌—‌but no, that was not possible. She lay there with her straw-colored hair fanned out across the mud like tarnished gold. Gold that should never tarnish. It was too much for him, seeing her like that, the best person in the world discarded like a dirty rag in a dark corner. Without thinking, he changed back into himself and moved to help her.
He regretted it immediately.
A mass of fur and feathers and claws tore from the shadows behind him and pinned him to the floor of the little clearing. It would have killed him too, mage though he was, if it had not recognized him in the split second that it took its teeth to reach his throat.
“Peridot!” Animus exclaimed. It was clear now, who had caught him. Pinned beneath her side, he was staring up at the place where wings connected to the rest of her body. There was only one such creature in the world: Peridot the Magemother’s herald. She was the last of her race‌—‌a winged lion, a “Laurel,” as they were called in the old days, and she was sworn to protect the Magemother.
“Animus!” she cried in alarm. She released him, rolling him onto his side with a big paw.
He rose unsteadily to his feet, catching his breath, and eyed the beast that had nearly killed him. He noticed there was blood pouring from her breast where a wing joined her body. “What happened?” Before she could answer, he remembered the woman and turned back to where she still lay on the ground.
“There’s no time now,” Peridot said, ushering him toward the woman in the mud. “You must take her, Animus, take her away from this place. He will be back soon.”
As soon as she said it, something dark slipped from the trees. Peridot whirled and Animus craned around her to see it. It was a man, hooded and cloaked. He looked familiar, but Animus couldn’t tell for sure who it was. The figure raised a hand and Animus felt his heart grow cold. Dark thoughts crowded in on him like a tangible force; his worst nightmares were being realized.
“Go!” Peridot howled. With a snarl, she crossed the clearing and pounced upon the dark man. Animus scooped the woman up in his arms in a way that would have surprised people to see, looking as old as he did.
The woman’s eyes opened slightly.
“Animus?” she said weakly.
“I have you,” he said, his voice low and comforting. “I shall take you to the king.”
“No,” she whispered, struggling with the effort to speak. “To Calypsis.”
“Go!” Peridot roared.
Animus leapt with the wind and flew skyward, faster than he ever had before, not thinking of what might be following him. He rose from the earth faster than any bird, fast enough to leave all shapes behind him, turning into the wind itself and cradling the woman in arms of air as they soared toward the glittering moon.



Chapter Three
In which Hugo spies, sneezes, and walks through secret passageways
On the other side of the kingdom, there was a day with no wind. Then there were two. Then there were more‌—‌days upon days. The air was stale; clouds struggled to form up and make rain, and the farmers suffered. Then the food suffered, and when the food suffered, everyone suffered. Eventually, when it became so bad that people began to worry, the High King of Aberdeen sent a messenger to the Wind Mage to ask what the problem was.
Archibald, who was the king’s oldest friend and most trusted servant, was the first person to speak with the messenger when he returned.
Prince Hugo was watching from a high window above the inner courtyard as the messenger handed Archibald a scroll. A look of worry crossed Archibald’s face as he read it, but he put himself back together quickly and disappeared into the castle. Hugo moved to follow him. No doubt Archibald would be going straight to the king. Hugo’s father would want to know what the message said right away. Hugo turned from the window and ducked behind a life-size painting of a long-dead relative, turning down a steep stairway into the belly of the castle. He would have to be quick if was going to get there in time to overhear Archibald’s report.
He emerged from a broom closet into the kitchens, dodged a portly man carrying a tureen of chowder, then hastily turned a blind corner and nearly barreled into Lux. He cringed and closed his eyes at the last second, but the moment of collision never came. He looked around and saw the mage standing behind him instead.
“Sorry, sir,” Hugo said hastily to the shining man. His golden hair and beard were bright and pure, and his whole body shone with a faint light that seemed crisp and clean against the dancing orange of the kitchen fires. “How did you‌—‌” Hugo stopped himself. It really wasn’t polite to question mages. “I mean, I was going to run into you and then…I didn’t,” he finished lamely.
Lux raised an eyebrow in response, and Hugo felt even more foolish. Despite the mage’s shining appearance, his eyes were bloodshot, and his face was strained, as if he was struggling with something on the inside. Hugo thought about asking the mage if he was feeling all right, but decided against it. His father wouldn’t be pleased to find out that he was pestering Lux. He had always been attracted to the mages, and the king didn’t like it. He didn’t want him learning from the mages. He likely wouldn’t approve of him talking to one in the kitchens. “Sorry,” he said again, “I must be going.” He left Lux standing there and made for the stairs, praying that the mage wouldn’t mention the incident to his father.
Hoping that he hadn’t wasted too much time, Hugo climbed up through the maze of servant’s passages that led to the library. He entered the massive room and climbed a ladder to the very top floor. Taking the narrow stairway from there to the stacks, he opened a small door softly and ducked in. He lit a small hand lamp and held it out to reveal a maze of books leading away into the darkness. The ceiling was low, and though he was several years from reaching his full height, he had to duck slightly. Few people ever came here. Fewer still realized that the king’s private study lay directly above it.
Hugo knew more about the ancient castle than anyone alive, except perhaps Archibald. He spent many of his days alone, discovering its secrets. More than anything he wanted to go to the wizard’s school, the Magisterium, and learn to be a mage. Alas, his mother had died before giving birth to other sons, making Hugo the only heir to the throne, and his father insisted that he be raised in the castle and receive a “royal” education, whatever that was. He spent most days trying not to find out. He would often just fail to show up for his lessons. That worked for some of his tutors. Others required a more delicate touch. He would sometimes feign extreme interest in a subject and ask for leave to do his own research. Then he would study whatever he wanted in the library, and then disappear when he got bored. This type of tactic seemed to work the longest before he was discovered, but eventually his father would get wind of it and lose his patience. Today he was supposed to be studying with Kemp, the king’s stableman. His riding lessons were one of the few classes that Hugo never wanted to skip, but when he had caught sight of Archibald hurrying to the courtyard earlier, he couldn’t resist investigating.
He wound his way through the rows of books quietly, lamplight drawing more books out of the darkness at every turn, dust lifting silently from where his feet brushed the floor. He heard a door close above him and stifled a sneeze. He dashed ahead, then came to a stop beside an upturned crate of old ledgers where he knew he would be able to hear everything that went on above.
***
Archibald closed the door behind him and crossed the room. “The envoy you sent to the Wind Mage has returned, sire.”
King Remy was sitting at his desk in the private study. A wall of books rose on either side of him and a great round window looked out over a starry, stubbornly still night. He was a middle-aged man of normal size, apart from his rather large belly. He had been slender once, spry and strong as the knights that now served him, but his daily work mostly involved sitting on a throne or behind a desk these days, and he was getting older. He was the king of Caraway, and the High King of all Aberdeen. His head was bald on top, so that his graying hair wrapped around the sides of it. He didn’t look like much these days, but in Archibald’s mind he was the best king that they had ever had; wise, fair, and honest in his dealings. His only real flaw was his temper, and perhaps the way that he had failed to connect with his son.
The king looked up distractedly from the papers he was studying. “There have been three more raids on our southern cities, Archibald, one of them quite close to the Magisterium.”
“I heard, sire.”
“Our intelligence points to the witches. Can you believe that?”
“The witches, sire? The witches of Kokum?”
“Yes,” the king said bitterly. “Those blasted witches are growing more and more comfortable in the Moorwood, and not twenty miles from the Magisterium…” he stopped at the look on Archibald’s face. “What brought you, Archibald?”
“The messenger you sent to the Wind Mage, sire…”
“Oh,” Remy said, shuffling the papers and sitting up straight. “Where is his report?”
“I have it here,” Archibald hesitated. “Sire,” he began delicately, “the Wind Mage has resigned.”
“What?” the king bellowed, sitting up straighter. “I don’t understand. He can’t just resign, Archibald.”
“He did, sire.”
“But what about the wind? What will become of it? Did he name a successor, perhaps? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
“I do not know, sire. He named no successor. In fact, he was not there at all.”
“Excuse me?” the king said, rising.
Archibald couldn’t tell if it was frustration or concern in the king’s voice now.
“Sire, the mage’s tower was empty. According to the townspeople, he dismissed his apprentice some weeks ago, sealed his tower, and disappeared into the wind.”
“Well,” the king said, sitting back into his chair with a defeated grumble, “apparently he took the wind with him.”
The king gestured for Archibald to sit. “What of his apprentice, Archibald? Did he have anything to say on the matter?”
“Yes, sire,” Archibald began. “The runner found him back at the school. He is trying to take up a position there. Evidently the mage will not let him continue his work. He said that he argued with his master over the matter of his retirement. He tried to reason with him, tried to make him stay, but to no avail.”
“No doubt. What is the boy’s name again?”
“Cannon.”
“Did he give Cannon a reason for his departure?”
Archibald frowned. “I’m afraid the boy wasn’t clear on that, my lord.”
“I would like to speak with him.”
“Yes, I thought you might. I have already sent for him.”
“Archibald,” the king said, his face darkening, “you don’t really think that he retired, do you? Surely we’re not buying that story, are we?”
“No, sire.”
Remy shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “This is bad business, Archibald.”
There was a long silence, so long that Archibald began to notice the ticking of the grandfather clock on the other end of the room. Finally, the king broke it. “I think, Archibald,” he said slowly, “that you must find her now.”
Archibald looked up intently. This was not what he had expected. He didn’t know what to say, so he decided to feign ignorance.
“I believe the Wind Mage is a man, sire.”
The king gave a half smile, but it faded quickly into seriousness.
“No, my old friend. I mean you must find her.” He paused, and they were both silent for a time, looking down and thinking.
“The Magemother,” Archibald said quietly.
Remy nodded. His brow furrowed in concentration as he fiddled with the papers on his desk. “We have to find her, Archibald. We have to find out what happened to her.”
“Sire, the mages still cannot find her. If they cannot, how shall I?”
“You must.”
The white-haired counselor held the king’s eye. Remy looked back at him just as intently for a moment, then the strength behind his expression unraveled, revealing a hopelessness that Archibald had never before seen in his king.
“The Magemother vanished…” the king said, sinking further into a mood and his chair, “…or left us, for all we know. Long before that, the Mage of Wood went missing, and then the Mages of Water, and Fire. All this time, the Magemother has claimed that she was searching for them, but she never found them. Why would she, of all people, she who should know where they are at all times, fail? Now she herself is gone, and Animus, the Wind Mage, as well. What is happening, Archibald? What could make them disappear?”
“A question we have asked ourselves a hundred times, sire. Only they know for certain.”
“But they are not here to tell us!” The king slapped his desk with the flat of his hand. “Things will fall apart quickly without Animus, Archibald.”
“I agree,” Archibald said. “Things will take a turn for the worse. Animus was the oldest mage. It is my understanding that Animus has, until now, been able to take up some of the slack for the missing mages.”
“He has done a questionable job of it,” the king complained, shifting in his chair. “The trees have not grown properly since Lignumis disappeared. Nor has tide been quite regular since Unda went missing. If I had a quarter for every angry merchant or fisherman that has come before me‌—‌”
“He has done an excellent job,” Archibald cut in. “And more than his fair share.” He was one of the few people that could get away with interrupting the king mid-sentence. “He has done much to keep the other elements under as much control as he has. Without him, though, I fear the sea may rage out of control. The tides may cease altogether.”
Remy shook his head. “There are too many questions, Archibald, and not enough answers…” He trailed off, thinking, searching for answers that eluded him.
At length, he glanced back up, his expression tired. “We must find the Magemother, Archibald. It is clear to me now that only she can put things right.”
Archibald regarded him silently.
“I am sending you, my friend. You must succeed where others have failed.”
Archibald put a hand over his eyes, rubbing his head. Where would he even start? What chance did he have of succeeding?
“We need her,” the king went on. “I should have sent you sooner. You, I think, knew her best.” He looked down as if embarrassed to bring up such a delicate subject with his old friend.
“Where would I even begin to look?” Archibald asked, trying to ignore the influx of memories. Walking with her by the lake, conversations through the night, the way her hair looked in the morning‌—‌sunlit and curly.
“Archibald, if I knew where to begin, you know we’d have already gone down that road. I trust your judgment, and you’ve never let me down before.”
“No,” Archibald agreed. Then more firmly, “No. I haven’t.”
Archibald glanced up at the king and something passed between them, a feeling of appreciation and camaraderie that is reserved for the closest of friends.
There was a soft sound below that might have been a sneeze.
“What was that?” Archibald said.
“What?”
“Hmm. Nothing.” Archibald thought of what lay below them. The old library storage was directly under the king’s study, but people rarely went there. The king’s ancient librarian, perhaps. Or the king’s son‌—‌the boy that saw everything, heard everything, and pretended to care about none of it. Archibald smiled slightly, an idea forming. “Perhaps I should take Hugo.”
“Excuse me?” the king’s tone tightened.
“My lord, some say that he is getting a little…restless here in the castle.”
Remy’s eyes narrowed. He was not accustomed to people telling him what to do with his son. “Some say? And what do you say, Archibald? You are one of his teachers, are you not?”
“I say he quite despises this place, sire. It would be good for him to get out and see his kingdom. He may come back more willing to rule it.”
“Or less willing,” Remy interjected stubbornly.
“I hardly think that is possible.”
Remy sighed in resignation. “Very well then. But I don’t want him leaving Caraway. If your travels take you outside of it, you are not to take him with you. Times have grown too dangerous for this kingdom’s only heir to be gallivanting across the face of the world.”
Archibald dipped his head and rose to leave. “As you wish, sire.”
“Archibald.”
Archibald stopped, his hand resting on the door. “Yes, sire?”
“Find her.”



Chapter Four
In which Archibald has a very important flashback
Archibald returned to his own quarters and began to pack a small travel bag. He picked his favorite bowler hat and swung his cane under one arm. Pulling on his white gloves, he checked the silver watch that hung from a chain on his vest. It was almost midnight.
He glanced at the portraits of his ancestors that decorated the walls of his bedchamber, there to remind him of the legacy of service that preceded him. He grimaced, thinking of the impossible task that lay before him. He had never failed Remy. His family had served the kings of Caraway for centuries and he was not about to let the royal family down now. He glanced at the pictures again as he left the room, thinking that he might be on his way to end the family streak of loyal service.
Still, he would do as he was bidden. He would search the kingdom from end to end if need be, but he had a terrible feeling he would not find her. The Magemother was a very great woman, beautiful, mysterious, and magical from the beginning of her heart to the ends of her delicate fingers. No one understood her mind or matched her power, and when people like that go missing, they must find themselves.
He made his way to Hugo’s quarters next, swinging the delicate silver knocker twice when he arrived.
“Yeah,” a lazy voice called from within.
Archibald opened the door. Sprawled casually across a blue velvet armchair in the second most lavish set of rooms in the castle was a boy of twelve, naked to the waist, who was apparently so engrossed in doing absolutely nothing that he couldn’t be bothered to look up.
“Who’s there?”
Archibald walked across to stand beside the armchair. Hugo’s eyes were shut idly. Archibald poked him sharply in the belly with the end of his cane. “It’s me.”
“Ouch!” Hugo cried angrily. “Why would you do that?”
“Because you were being rude,” Archibald said sternly. “And because you look like a fool. Where is your shirt?”
Hugo was looking up at him with a petulant expression, rubbing the little spot of red where Archibald had poked him. “I’m the prince, Archibald. You can’t talk to me like that.”
“So you keep telling me, my lord. I am sure I will learn sooner or later.”
“Make it sooner, then.”
“Yes, my lord. Speaking of learning, I came to inform you that your father has requested you accompany me on a journey.”
Hugo sat back, the bored expression returning to his face a little too quickly. “A journey,” he intoned flatly. “Sounds boring. Where are we going?”
“To look for someone.”
“The Magemother?”
Archibald gave him a sharp look. “Have you been spying on the king again, my lord?”
Hugo shrugged nonchalantly. “Who else would you be looking for?”
“Will you be joining me, then?”
Hugo cast his gaze around the room in a distracted manner. “I don’t know,” he said, shrugging again. “Maybe.”
“As you wish, my lord,” Archibald said, bowing curtly and walking away. “If you so desire, you may meet me at the east doors in one hour. And Hugo,” he said, pausing in the doorway, “pack a good coat. I would hate to see that sneeze of yours turn into a cold.”
He closed the door on the flushing face of the prince of Caraway, and made his way down the hall to the Magemother’s guest quarters. The likelihood of finding any clues there would be small, since it had been thoroughly searched after she went missing, but it seemed proper to start at the beginning.
The doors to her rooms were locked, but they swung open at the touch of his hand.
“Hello, Archibald,” her voice said softly. It was not really her. The doors were enchanted to welcome her friends by name, and bar her enemies. He knew it was coming, but her voice still startled him. Her voice often did that to him, startling him out of the present world and into one long past. That was why he had slowly distanced himself from her over the past few years. Now he almost regretted that decision. Perhaps if he had nurtured their friendship instead of pruning it, he would have been able to help her, or at least know where she had gone. She had not been here for months‌—‌not since she disappeared. It had been much longer since he had been here. They had stopped talking many years ago on a day not unlike this one. The memory was still painful to him.
Archibald advanced through her rooms, his eyes falling on the sight of her possessions slowly becoming dusty without her use and care. To anyone else there would be nothing out of the ordinary; it was like any other empty and unused room. To him, someone who had so many fond memories in this space, it seemed disturbingly lifeless without her.
He had just decided that his trip to her rooms was a foolhardy idea when his eyes caught sight of something glinting from across the room. It was a small silver bell sitting on the corner of a writing desk. A memory brushed against him like a whisper from the past, and he crossed the room in earnest to pick it up, a sudden memory giving him a gust of hope. He had not seen it for at least twenty years.
He remembered a sunny day at Fall Hallows, rows and rows of booths, the smell of autumn, and the sound of country dances. She had purchased the little bell from the most unwholesome-looking witch he had ever seen. It wasn’t that she was particularly ugly, it was her outfit that was disturbing; she wore clothes that seemed to be fine leather at first, but upon closer inspection bore a frightening resemblance to human skin. He shivered at the memory. It was not normal practice for the Magemother to associate with such characters. As he recalled, she had also paid more money for the bell than he made in a year. It had seemed outrageous to him at the time; no doubt it was the absurd nature of the purchase that made it stick in his memory.
“Why would you purchase such a thing from such a person for such an outrageous price?” he had asked her in shock. She had simply smiled at him, held up the bell, rang it gently.
Suddenly, it was as if a loud gong rang out over their heads. The sound shook the ground and toppled a nearby cart. The witch who sold it to her yelled at them angrily and waved her fist in the air. Archibald was startled, unsure of how to react, but the Magemother gave a triumphant laugh, tucked the bell under her cloak and ran. She wanted to make a quick escape, he realized, before anyone recognized her and realized that she was the source of the tumult.
Later that day, when they had walked far from the market and were all alone on the road, she handed him the bell and instructed him to ring it when she had passed over the hill. He waited until he couldn’t see her anymore, then gave it a gentle ring. This time he noticed that the bell in his hand was silent, while the gong sounded out loudly from the other side of the hill. A second later, the Magemother appeared at his side, as if out of thin air.
“It is my bell, Archibald,” she explained, smiling at the surprise on his face. “That is why it is worth so high a price. No matter how far from me you are, ring it, and I will hear. If I can, I will come. It lets me cross even great distances in no time at all, if there is real need.”
There had never been a real need for him to ring it. Not in all the long years since that time. Not until now.
He held it up so that moonlight glinted off the bell’s shiny silver surface. He paused, then rang it once.
Silence.
He sighed, tucked it into his vest pocket. He didn’t know what he had been expecting. As he left her rooms, he felt no closer to finding her than when he had entered.
He entertained one small hope: maybe, somewhere, she had heard it. Maybe she knew that he was looking for her now. He didn’t truly believe it, but he was too polite, too wise to dismiss hopeful feelings in a time of need, no matter how foolish they may be.



Chapter Five
In which Brinley scolds a bird and teaches frogs to do gymnastics
Every year when school let out for summer break in Colorado and the other children began to spend all of their time with their friends, Brinley worked on her special talent: being invisible.
She usually disappeared before her father left for work. She went, invisible of course, all over town and into the hills. She had secret places that she loved. Huts she had built in trees where you could see a long way off, a perfect spot by a little waterfall where you could hear the sound of water bouncing off the turning pages of a book. This last one was one of her favorite little discoveries. One day, lying beside the pool at the foot of the waterfall, she heard the sound of the waterfall change as she turned the pages of her book. Magic, she thought at first. Then she realized that it was just the sound changing as it bounced off the face of the turning page, just like how the sound of a siren changes as it drives past. Privately, she pretended that it really was magic. Life was more fun that way. With no company but her imagination, she whiled away the long, carefree summer hours in the wilderness.
She would wake early in the morning, when most people were still dreaming, and walk across the river bridge to watch the bullfrogs stretching their long legs. She taught them some gymnastics every morning. A cartwheel and a back hand spring, a somersault and a heel stretch. Her imaginary bullfrogs followed, flipped, and bowed and were so appreciative that she didn’t mind that the “real” bullfrogs just sat there, burping at her with bored looks on their faces. After the bullfrogs, she would walk into town and look in all the shop windows before anybody got there; she liked seeing things when they were empty and quiet. It was easier to stay invisible that way.
She wasn’t truly invisible‌—‌not yet‌—‌but she might as well have been for the way she disappeared every day from the sight of normal people.
On this particular morning she woke especially early to the smell of a freshly watered world. She had left her window open the previous night to listen to the rain as it pitter pattered down from the clouds. There was no way she would be able to fall back asleep. All she could think about was the sound of the bell. Saturday was still three days away. Her father had worked a double shift yesterday, so she knew he would be sleeping in. She was supposed to do chores today. She was supposed to weed the garden and clean the bathroom, but she could do that later. Her father didn’t mind when she did her chores, as long as they got done. That was one of the greatest things about him. He trusted her. She got up, threw her hair in a bun, stuck a couple of her favorite drawing pencils in it, and left for Morley.
Morley was an old abandoned mining town on the side of the mountain. Over the years it had become one of her favorite places to draw. Today would be unlike any other trip to Morley. She would sketch the sun rising against the face of the broken church, and the birds, and the empty mine shafts, but this time she wasn’t going just to draw. This time she was looking for answers.
It was a long walk to Morley. Usually she didn’t mind, but today she wanted to get there as quickly as she could. Briefly, she entertained the idea of taking one of the four-wheelers. It would be faster, but it would be loud. She imagined rocketing through the streets, waking the neighbors, and cutting the journey down to fifteen minutes. She wrinkled her nose at the idea. She would walk. It was better to stay invisible, but she would have to walk fast if she was going to make it by sunrise.
She always liked walking the old trail to Morley; in certain places it was the very same Santa Fe Trail that the old pioneers came west on. Stories and pictures of their lives flew through her imagination as she glided along the trail, the cool morning wind invigorating her
When she arrived an hour later, the sun was on the verge of rising. She grinned. Apart from the question of the bell, Morley held a special meaning for her, and it was always exciting to visit‌—‌especially early in the morning (ghost towns are always best in the strangeness of the early morning hours). She wasn’t afraid. She had grown up around the town and was used to its strange emptiness. The emptiness was actually one of her favorite things about it. It wasn’t that she didn’t like other people; she liked them well enough. But she was different from them somehow. She felt different. Not because she had an imagination so wild that she often got lost in it (though she did). And not because of her shyness, which was so severe that she sometimes wished people really couldn’t see her. Those weren’t the main reasons anyway. Brinley felt different because of Morley. She was different because she didn’t have a mother.
Almost all children have a mother at some point, she knew. Her cousin Veronica said that she didn’t have a mother, but she really did. Veronica’s mother had split up with her dad and now she hardly ever saw her. Her friend Marshal had a mother who died giving birth to him. So in a way, he didn’t have a mother either, but at least he used to, and he had a picture or two of her, and he knew that his mother had once known him. Brinley didn’t have those things. Her father had found her right on the steps of Morley Church. She supposed her mother must have left her there, a baby in a basket, for her father to find. But how could any mother do such a thing? She didn’t understand.
“I will have to be your father and your mother,” her dad would say on the days when he could tell that she was sad. She knew he meant well, but it didn’t always help. She knew it was silly, hated herself for it sometimes, but no matter how she tried, she didn’t feel normal. When she was younger, whenever she got tired of feeling that way, she would pretend to be invisible and wander off to be alone. She surprised herself with how happy she could be, how content she could make herself, away from the world and invisible, and the habit stuck.
Her father didn’t approve. “When you do a thing for too long you become it,” he would say, but Brinley was not quite thirteen‌—‌far too young for anything like that to happen.
Brinley walked to the foot of the church and peered carefully up into the ramshackle bell tower.
It was empty.
She stared at it a while, wondering what that meant. Maybe there had never been a bell. Maybe the people who built it had never got around to putting one in. Then again, the place had been abandoned for so long…was it possible that there could have been a bell here years ago when her father had found her? She looked around the church, thinking that it may have just fallen out and rolled away, but there was nothing.
Eventually, she gave up the search and decided to draw. The sun had crested the trees now, and that magical hour of morning light had begun. Few people knew about that secret, she thought. Painters, and photographers, and movie makers, perhaps. They were the only people who seemed to know how the morning light made everything look different, special, alive. Walking past the church to sit on the shoulder of a fallen pine tree, her imagination started to run wild. She would let it loose like this sometimes; it was a relief, like dropping something heavy that you have been carrying for too long. She gazed around and saw the friendly ghosts of days long gone. Of all her secret places, Morley was her favorite; it was easy to imagine things in a place like this.
She pulled out her sketchbook and started working. The empty door, the steps, a basket. How many times had she drawn this picture? Too many to remember. She never finished it. She never knew how to draw her mother walking away. She tried this time, formed the loose lines of a head and body turning away from the basket. She stopped abruptly, changed it into her father instead, turning toward her. She wondered again about the bell that had brought him to Morley that night. Why had she never thought to ask him about it before?
She shrugged the thought away and looked around. For most people there wouldn’t be much to see, but her father worked for Fish and Wildlife Services, and she had practically grown up in the forest. She found the birds. She came here often enough that she knew where to look. She began sketching, writing their names beside each one: Black Swift, Downy Woodpecker, Hummingbird, Red-Tailed Hawk, Magpie. She squinted up at the magpie. He was a new addition. She looked back down and added a few extra details to her drawing so that she could recognize him in the future‌—‌if it was a him. She didn’t know how to tell with magpies.
Eventually she finished with the birds and looked up at the church. Images of what it used to be like flooded her mind, and she drew. Morley had been abandoned for less than seventy years, but by the looks of it, it might have been five hundred. She could see the old miners and their families, and she drew them coming out of the church on a Sunday afternoon. They had built the structure with their own money, and now it was practically the only evidence left that they were ever here.
After three hours her stomach growled and she checked her watch, surprised at how much time had passed already. She held her drawing up to check it against the real Morley Church, squinting at it appraisingly. Something wasn’t quite right about the empty bell tower. She added some shade to the left side, then set it down and rummaged in her bag for a sandwich. She put her back against a tree and ate. Twenty minutes later, she had drifted to sleep in the warmth of the sun.
She woke to the sound of a magpie.
“Are you the one I drew earlier?” she said, rubbing her eyes. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she regretted it. Everything went quiet at the sound of her voice. That happened sometimes when she was out in the woods: Wild things forgot she was there, then remembered and were startled.
She sat up and put her chin in her hands, looking around again. She had just been dreaming about hiking with her father around Morley. She had asked him who her mother was. What had he said? She couldn’t remember. She must have awakened before he answered. If that magpie had only waited a few more seconds…
She looked around to where the noise had come from and saw the corner of a large nest peeking out over the edge of the bell tower. So it was a mother magpie. She drew her sketchbook out again, added the nest to her drawing of the church, then started on a new page. “Mother Magpie” she wrote at the top of it, then sketched the bird and her hatchling. Even the magpie babies had a mother.
Where was hers?
She began to draw faster, memories flooding into her mind. The first day of school, when Ann had asked what her mom’s name was. Her first sleepover, when Jennie’s mom had made pancakes in the morning, making her wonder how nice it would be to wake up to a mother every day. Her birthday, two years ago, when she had first really asked her father for answers, and he had told her about the basket. Had he told her everything, though? Maybe he was hiding something, thinking the truth would hurt her. Maybe her mother had been an awful person. Or maybe, just maybe, she really didn’t have a mother at all.
All things have a mother.
Brinley jumped at the voice, looking around. She hadn’t heard anyone come up.
“Hello?” she called. She waited, but didn’t hear anything. There was nothing there, just trees and rocks, half of an old empty church, and a magpie. She must have imagined it. Maybe she had drifted into a daydream while drawing. Yes, it would fit right into the last dream she had been having about her father. Maybe that’s what he had —
All things have a mother.
This time she jumped up and wheeled around. It was a woman’s voice. She was sure of it. Where on earth was it coming from? She definitely hadn’t been daydreaming this time.
“Hello?” she called again. Nothing. She had the sense that someone was there, watching. Perhaps in the trees, just out of sight, or hiding around the corner of the church. It was unnerving. She wished more than anything to be invisible. Really invisible this time.
She quietly zipped her notebook into her bag and started off toward the path. She walked on tiptoes, hoping beyond hope that whoever was hiding wouldn’t notice her. This time, the voice came as a whisper in her ear just as she was passing the door to the church.
All things have a mother.
She gave a little yelp. Whoever it was must have been standing right next to her, but nobody was there! Not knowing what else to do, she ran into the church, glancing around quickly. She couldn’t see anyone. Still…somebody was there. She stood stock-still, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up. She didn’t know what was going on, all she knew was that she was afraid.
After a few moments, she came to her senses. This was ridiculous! There must have been some funny tomatoes in her sandwich or something. She had been standing there with a dumb look on her face, her arms stretched out, hands poised to make karate chops. It was almost laughable. Almost. The magpie fluttered down to sit atop the broken wall of the church, looking at her curiously.
“Don’t give me that look,” she said. “I know I heard something‌—‌” No, she told herself. She had imagined it. She turned her back toward the door and a sound like musical thunder rang out above her head. It was like a giant gong. Louder than any normal bell could be.
She whipped around, staring up at the bell tower. It was just as empty as it had been before. Her heart was beating fast. Stubbornly, she forced herself not to run home. She had to walk, she told herself. This was all in her head. It had to be.



Chapter Six
In which Archibald gets Hugo to recite a poem
In the stable of Caraway Castle, Archibald placed the bell back into the pocket of his vest, donned his hat and twirled his cane, catching it with an audible thump in the crook of his arm. It seemed like the thing to do, ringing the bell at the outset of the journey. Once again, he had little hope that anything would happen, so he wasn’t disappointed when it didn’t. He placed one foot in the stirrup and swung himself into his saddle, patting his sturdy pony on the side of the neck.
“Well, Pilfer, old boy, I thought he would come. But it looks like I was wrong.” No sooner had he said it when Hugo, wearing a large pack and a sword at his side, stepped into the stable. He was smartly dressed in a crisp cotton shirt with the symbol of the Paradise kings, an emerald green salamander, emblazoned on the collar. His golden hair fell in short locks above a clean gray traveling cloak. The dull, apathetic boy of an hour before had vanished, replaced by what looked like an agreeable person.
“What is that?” Archibald said sharply, pointing to the sword at Hugo’s side.
“It’s none of your affair,” Hugo said, and turned slightly to guard the sword from view.
Archibald folded his arms. “I see. And what about when your father notices that you have stolen the sword of the kings of Caraway and gone‌—‌how did he say it?‌—‌gallivanting across the face of the world? He will send the guard to fetch you straight back to the castle.”
Hugo went red in the face, but said nothing.
“Very well, you will pout in your chambers, and I shall have no pupil to vex with lectures on the road.”
Hugo muttered something under his breath.
“I beg your pardon?” Archibald said stiffly.
“Fine,” Hugo said loudly. “You are always right, I suppose.”
Archibald nodded, choosing to ignore the sarcasm. “Tomlin!” he called loudly.
One of the stable boys ran in.
“Tomlin, please take the king’s sword back to the armory and fetch Prince Hugo’s from his chambers.”
Hugo unbelted the sword reluctantly, handing it over to the stable boy.
“Your horse is almost ready, my lord,” the boy said hastily. “They will bring him out to you in a moment.” He took off at a brisk pace, not unaware of the sudden change in the prince’s mood.
“I’ll be waiting outside,” Hugo said sullenly, and turned for the door. He paused and turned back for a moment, looking like a person who is forcing themselves to say something that they don’t feel like saying. He spoke in a mumble so soft that Archibald almost missed it.
“Thanks for taking me.” His face turned a brilliant red, and he turned to leave the stable before Archibald could comment.
Archibald chuckled to himself, thinking it was a good start.
***
That night they made camp on the far bank of Mirror Lake. They could see the castle faintly in the last light of day; it looked small from this distance. Half a day’s ride had taken them around the long shore. Tomorrow they would ride all the way to Ninebridge, then on to the Magisterium in Tarwal, where Archibald hoped they would find some clue to the Magemother’s whereabouts, and hopefully learn something more about what really happened to Animus; with any luck, the mage’s apprentice would still be there.
They gathered loose branches from the underbrush for a fire and spread themselves out beneath the stars, waiting for water to boil.
“I saw Lux today,” Hugo said abruptly, breaking a long silence. Hugo had not said three words to his teacher since Archibald had made him return the sword that morning. Archibald propped himself up on one arm politely.
“Did you?”
“I bumped into him on my way to the‌—‌uh‌—‌kitchens,” Hugo lied.
“On your way to spy on your father and me,” Archibald corrected.
Hugo was silent.
“And?”
“Well,” Hugo continued slowly, “I mean, I should have bumped into him. I should have run him over really‌—‌I was running‌—‌but I just sort of…went through him.”
Archibald smiled. “I’m not surprised. Mages are quite powerful, you know. It is not wise to pretend that we understand everything that they can do.”
Hugo mumbled something, poking the fire with a stick.
“But then, you have always wanted to understand them, and their magic,” Archibald said, guessing his thoughts.
Hugo looked up in surprise.
“Fine,” Archibald continued. “That can be our first lesson.” Archibald cleared his throat in a formal way. “Who are the mages of Aberdeen and what do they rule?”
Hugo rolled his eyes. “I suppose you want to hear it like it says in the poem?”
“Yes, I do. Speaking of which, where is the poem found and what is it called?”
Hugo sighed. He had walked right into that one. “The Seven Souls of Nature, from the Book of the Magemother,” he recited.
“And what does it say?”
Hugo shifted, settling into a more comfortable position, and began.
“Chant the names of mages five:
Chantra first, the Mage of Fire
Second, Belterras of earth
Cassis, metal’s mage, is third
Unda is the lord of sea
Lignumis of wood and tree.”
Hugo paused, trying to remember.
Archibald goaded him on. “Didn’t you say it was called the seven souls of nature?”
“Just a second! It’s not like I read it every day.” He cleared his throat and continued,
“Above the stone, above the sea,
Above the fire and the tree,
Above the earth, the wind is free;
Animus, the sixth, is king.”
“There you have it,” Archibald began, but Hugo interrupted him.
“So Chantra rules the fire‌—‌her magic governs it, I guess? Belterras is over the earth, Cassis is the Mage of Metal, Unda controls the sea‌—‌and Lignumis the forest and wood,” he said in a rush.
“That’s the gist of it,” Archibald agreed. “It is far more complex than that, however. The mages don’t rule over the elements, strictly speaking.”
“They control them,” Hugo insisted. “I’ve seen Animus control the wind.”
“The wind obeys him, but he does not control it. It obeys him, honors him because the life energy of the wind flows through his soul. Whatever energy the wind requires to govern itself, it takes from the soul of Animus: his spirit and his body.”
“How do you know all this?”
Archibald raised an eyebrow “I asked him once.”
“Why are you telling it to me?”
Archibald gave him a small smile. It was good that the boy appreciated what was being shared.
“Because someday you will be the king.”
Hugo was quiet and Archibald wondered if, for the first time, he might be appreciating the weight of that responsibility.
After a while Hugo cleared his throat. “Archibald, I guess you know that I’ve studied the mages a bit on my own…”
Archibald raised an eyebrow, and Hugo hurried on. His father wouldn’t approve of him delving deeper into the restricted subject, but then, his father wasn’t around. “Anyway, in my reading I found something that doesn’t make sense. Out of the mages we just listed, I’ve only really heard about three of them: Animus, Cassis, and Belterras. There is a lot written about them too,” he said. “I’ve met Animus and Belterras, but I don’t know anything about the other three. They are in the poem, but you don’t ever hear anything about them. Why is that?”
Archibald nodded appreciatively. “You have stumbled upon a very serious question, Hugo, and one not easily answered.”
Hugo twisted to get a better look at Archibald. He didn’t want to miss a single word.
“Many years ago,” Archibald began, “three of the mages went missing‌—‌Chantra, Unda, and Lignumis. One day they were there, the next they were gone.”
“Gone?” Hugo prompted.
Archibald nodded. “Without warning. At first there was a bit of a panic.”
“Like when my father found out about Animus disappearing?”
“Yes. But soon it faded away. There were no big problems; the sea seemed to behave, more or less. The trees went on producing fruit, and fires did not rage out of control as we first feared. It seemed that the mages, wherever they were, were still in control of things. Though if I’m being honest, I am no longer so sure.”
“What do you mean?”
Archibald squirmed a little. “There are differences, I think, in the way the world works now. Every year there are less fish to be caught. While trees continue to produce fruit, seeds rarely produce new trees. The forests have been diminishing since the day Lignumis disappeared. Your father thinks that something serious has happened to them, and I agree.”
“Can’t we just ask Animus? The poem says that he’s the king of the mages. Maybe he would know.”
Archibald shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that. He is not really a king of any sort. I suppose that, in some ways, the poem is just a poem. By ‘king’ I guess that it is referring to the fact that he is the oldest of the mages. In reality, the mages are all equal to one another in power, even though you could argue that some of them have more important powers than others.
“What about the Magemother?” Hugo asked. “Wouldn’t she know where the lost mages are?”
Archibald shook his head. “She always maintained that they were safe, though whether she actually knew where they were is hard to say. She would not speak much on the subject.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes. Hugo was trying to piece together everything that he had heard. It felt wonderful to talk about the mages out in the open. If he had known that Archibald knew so much on the subject he might have tried before, even if his father wouldn’t have liked it.
“You know,” Archibald said, breaking the silence, “that is still only six mages.”
“What? But that’s the whole thing,” Hugo said, reviewing the poem in his head to make sure. “It ends with Animus, the oldest.”
“What about Lux?” Archibald asked.
Hugo’s face went blank. “He’s not in the poem,” he said, looking suddenly confused. “Why didn’t I ever notice that? Why isn’t he in the poem, Archibald?”
“He is. He’s in the next stanza.”
“There’s more?” The lines on Hugo’s forehead drew together. “I don’t remember it.”
“Because you were never taught it,” Archibald said simply. “There is power in it, and secrets. It isn’t taught, and it isn’t even printed in the copies of the Magemother’s book.”
“But you’re going to teach it to me?”
“Yes.”
“Because I’m going to be a king?”
“Yes. And because you want to understand magic. Those who seek understanding find it, though not always in the places they expect.”
Hugo waited patiently and quietly, which was the most powerful thing that he probably could have done, since it was the most difficult.
Archibald looked around the little clearing of trees before he began, as if checking to see that they were alone. Eventually he began, his friendly voice bending into a thin and tired sound under the weight of the words:
“After every mortal thing
Rule the elements of being:
Space and time and wrong and right;
Lux Tennebris‌—‌day and night.”
The moment he finished, the light from the fire changed, lifted free of the churning flames, and left them burning in the dark. The light spun together and expanded, and Lux stepped out of it into the night, his luminous body lighting them more sharply than the fire had done. Hugo started at the sight of him. It wasn’t just the suddenness of his appearance, it was his actual appearance. This was not the mage that had lived under the same roof with him his whole life. This was not the sunny-faced counselor to the king. This was a twisting shadow‌—‌a sickle-faced man of light and
dark. He had one blue eye like the North Star and one filled with emptiness. His mouth, half smile, half sneer, barked into the night.
“Who said my name?”
“I did,” Archibald said, and the twisting specter turned to him. “It’s me, Lux. It’s Archibald. I was just teaching Prince Hugo here the names of the mages.”
The specter turned his blue eye on Hugo and seemed to relax. The shadow half of him faded; his empty eye filled with blue and the strange expression fell from his face. The light around him flickered and he seemed to shrink as he turned into the kind-faced, frail man that Hugo was used to.
Lux considered him a moment, then turned to Archibald. “Very well,” he said, and faded back into the night without another word.
Hugo blinked in the sudden darkness. He heard Archibald scraping about, starting another fire, no doubt.
“Is he gone?”
“He’s gone.” Archibald’s face appeared as a match tip burst into life. Hugo moved to help him.
“What was‌—‌what was‌—‌” Hugo stammered, struggling to make up his mind about which question to ask first.
“That was Lux Tennebris,” Archibald said quietly.
“It didn’t look like Lux.”
“No. That was his true form. He usually hides it.”
“I can see why,” Hugo said, shivering. “What is he?”
“A mage‌—‌the seventh mage, as the poem says. But he is different. While the other mages rule over the elements of the world, Lux is connected to that which makes it possible for the world itself to exist.”
“And what is that?” Hugo asked, trying to think of what made the world possible.
“Duality.”
“What do you mean?”
“Duality,” Archibald said patiently. “The law of opposites. Up and down, here and there, good and evil, light and darkness, life and death.”
Hugo shook his head. “I don’t get it.”
Archibald smiled. “It’s simple,” he said. “Just think of time and space. Could you exist‌—‌could this world exist, if there were no such thing as time and space?”
Hugo thought. “No, I guess not.”
“Well, to have time, you need a now and a then. A past and a future. To have space you need‌—‌”
“A here and a there?” Hugo asked.
“Exactly. That is duality.”
“And Lux is the mage of duality?” Hugo said, sounding skeptical.
“Yes, ‘the Mage of Light and Darkness,’”
“I don’t understand,” Hugo said. “Is he good or bad?”
Archibald gave him a thoughtful look. “You saw him,” he said. “What do you think?”
“Well…” Hugo hesitated, remembering Lux’s one dark, empty eye, the way his mouth blended from smile to sneer. “I think…he’s both.”
Archibald nodded approvingly.
Hugo shook his head again. It didn’t make any sense. “But Archibald, that’s just messed up‌—‌isn’t it?”
Archibald laughed. “Yes,” he said. “I suppose it is. But that is the nature of Lux Tennebris. Lux, the light, Tennebris, the dark, the two sides of him working together in balance…” He studied the fire. “Actually,” he said,” I think that is the reason for our trip.”
“What do you mean?” Hugo asked, sitting up.
Archibald glanced over his shoulder. “It’s a small thing,” he said. “A conversation I had once, years ago, with the Magemother.”
“What did she say?” Hugo asked eagerly.
“She said that Lux was changing.” Archibald’s expression grew dark, his eyes stared curiously into the flames. “She said that something was wrong with him‌—‌wrong about him,” he corrected.
Hugo shuddered, thinking of what it might mean for there to be something wrong with the person in charge of balancing good and evil.
“That would be bad,” he said.
Archibald glanced up from the fire. “Indeed it would,” he agreed. He gave Hugo an appraising look. “I think that this is the very puzzle the Magemother was working to solve when she disappeared.”
“Really?” Hugo felt suddenly worried. He hadn’t been aware before that they might be in any real danger on the trip. Knowing what the Magemother might have been investigating seemed to cast a shadow over the trip.
“What does that mean, Archibald? If that’s true, then where should we start looking?”
“I don’t know,” Archibald said. “But I think we should start at the Magisterium.”
Hugo felt a flutter of excitement. The Magisterium! The one place he had always wished he could go. Maybe this adventure was going to be all right after all.



Chapter Seven
In which there is a team of oxen
Brinley cracked the oven door and squinted at the blackened chicken as smoke wafted out. Why hadn’t she just set the timer? She opened the door farther and another wave of heat and smoke hit her, making her cough. Quickly, she turned the oven off and opened the kitchen window, hoping that the smoke alarm wouldn’t sound. Then she retrieved a pair of daisy-patterned hot pads and extracted the poor bird. As she set it down on the stove, the smoke alarm went off. Just then, her father opened the door, a towel wrapped around his waist, his hair still dripping from the shower.
“What is‌—‌oh,” he said, taking in the scene. He opened the front door, and Brinley handed him a cookie sheet, which he used to fan the smoke away from the smoke detector. It stopped a second later.
“Brinley,” he said, “you shouldn’t have.”
Brinley bit her lip apprehensively. This was not a new occurrence. She used to burn something at least once a week, which was a lot, given that she only had to cook twice a week. But it had been two months since her last offense.
“How did you know I love extra crispy?” he finished, producing a smile.
She laughed. “Just had a hunch.”
“What were you doing this time?” he asked. “Working in the garden? Playing solitaire?”
She shook her head, pointing to the table. “Drawing.”
He crossed to the table and bent over the drawings that she had spread out there.
“When did you do these?”
“Uh…recently,” she said carefully.
“Recently?”
“Well, okay. I did them today. I know you said you wanted to go together, but I didn’t think you would mind if I took another trip out there on my own first‌—‌and this morning when I woke up it was such a perfect day for walking, so I decided to do my chores later and go to Morley.”
“Hmm…” he said, still looking over the drawings. “And did you?”
“What?”
“Get your chores done.”
She stopped short. She had been so caught up with the excitement at Morley after she got home that she hadn’t thought about the garden, or the bathroom, until now. At least she had remembered dinner, but now she had messed that up too.
He snorted at the look on her face. “Relax,” he said. “You know I don’t mind. And I don’t mind that you went to Morley either. You knew I wouldn’t. You can do today’s chores tomorrow, just don’t get too far behind.”
“I won’t,” she promised.
“I know,” he said. “I can’t do it all without you, you know.”
“I know.”
“We’re a team.”
“I know.”
“Like oxen.”
“What?” she said, perplexed.
“Oxen. One ox, two oxes,” he said, poking her each time. “Oxen.”
She snickered at him. “What are you talking about?”
“You and I, Brinley.” He adopted a tone of mock solemnity that made it very hard to take him seriously. “You and I are like a team of oxen.”
“Is this another one of Grandpa’s lectures?” she cut in, catching on.
“Yes,” he said, waving a finger at her. “Don’t interrupt. As I was saying, you and I are like a team of oxen, pulling a cart together. We’re connected at the shoulders by a beam of wood, which in turn is connected to the cart. Do you know what the beam is called?”
“A yoke?”
“Yes‌—‌brilliant child‌—‌a yoke! It helps us pull the cart together.”
“And we’re the oxen?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said. “A big ox and a little ox.”
“So you’re saying you’re just a big ox?” she said, trying to keep a straight face.
He smirked. “I’m saying we have to work together. We have to be evenly yoked. We each have to work as hard as the other. You do your work, and I do mine, and in the end, two oxen are better than one.”
“But Dad,” Brinley protested. “Technically you can’t have one oxen. It would just be an ox.”
“Aghh,” he growled. “I give up.”
They laughed and began to set the table together.
“Are we still going to eat it?” Brinley asked, eyeing the chicken.
“Sure,” he said. “There’s bound to be an unburned bit inside there somewhere.”
“Dad,” she said as she spooned instant mashed potatoes onto her plate, “that was a very good lecture.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “You think so? I didn’t overdo the oxen thing?”
“A little bit,” she admitted. “But it was still good.”
“Grandpa was better at explaining it,” he said. He smiled at her and began to dig through the chicken.
They ate in silence for a while, then Brinley thought of something. “Dad, we’re still going to Morley together, right?”
“Of course,” he said.
She nodded, glad that he hadn’t abandoned the idea simply because she had gone without him. She looked at him again. He seemed to be lost in thought.
“Did it happen again today?” he asked suddenly.
She nodded. “I heard a really loud bell again,” she said, “when I was right by the church.”
He nodded, taking another bite of chicken.
“Dad,” she said slowly. “There was no bell there.”
He nodded again. “There is something strange going on for sure,” he said. “Maybe we can figure it out together.”
“I might go again tomorrow,” she blurted out.
He gave her a searching look. “Why not just wait till Saturday when I can go with you?”
She shrugged, not wanting to explain. The truth was she felt a bit embarrassed about the way she had practically run away from the situation. It seemed real enough at the time, but looking back it was clear to her that she must have simply let her imagination get the best of her. She was going to make herself walk all around the church until she was convinced of how ordinary it was, even if she had to sit there drawing birds and looking at nothing all day long. But she didn’t know how to explain that to her dad without sounding crazy.
“I just have to,” she said.
He made a face. “If you say so. But be careful, and don’t spend all day there.”
“Okay,” she promised. “I won’t.”
***
True to her word, Brinley only spent two or three hours there the following afternoon. She didn’t see or hear a single thing out of the ordinary. Mother Magpie was there again‌—‌that bird she had seen on the day she had heard the voice‌—‌and she drew another picture of her. Then she sat down inside the church and spent an hour doing a full panoramic sketch of the inside, taking care to make it look as ordinary as possible.
After she had gathered up her things, she took one last look at Morley Church before leaving. She was about to walk away when a thunderous gong shattered her thoughts.
She could feel the sound reverberating through her whole body. Instinctively, she looked up to the bell tower in the church. It was empty, of course. Wherever the sound was coming from, it wasn’t anywhere she could see. And strangely enough, as far as she could tell, nothing else was aware of the noise. The birds were still singing happily, and a squirrel scampered past her on the forest floor. Somehow, for some reason, just as it had done for her father, the bell rang only for her.



Chapter Eight
In which Hugo is bitten by a monster
Put that down this instant!” Archibald cried. Hugo jumped. He swept the bell behind his back, but it was too late. He had awakened that morning to find Archibald still asleep. He couldn’t help noticing the little silver handle protruding from his teacher’s vest pocket. He told himself he would just take a peek. But, of course, it is very hard to not ring a bell after you have it in your hand. He thought if he did it very quietly, he might be able to return it without ever waking Archibald.
“Give it to me.”
“What’s it for?” Hugo said, dancing away boldly now that the jig was up.
“Give it to me, and I will tell you.”
Hugo’s brows creased together sharply. He held out the bell.
“There,” Archibald looked relieved. “Now don’t go taking it again.”
“But it doesn’t make any noise! What’s it for?” Hugo asked again.
“Ah. I never said when I would tell you, did I?”
Hugo looked outraged. “But‌—‌” Archibald gave a little chuckle. “Do not ‘pop your top.’ If you must know, it is a summoning bell.”
“A summoning bell?”
“Yes.”
“Who’s it summon?”
“The Magemother.”
Hugo looked around. “But it doesn’t ring.”
“It rings where she is. She hears it, and she comes.”
“But she didn’t come,” Hugo said, eyeing him suspiciously, sure that Archibald was tricking him.
“Indeed,” Archibald said darkly. “She did not.”
Hugo wasn’t sure why, but Archibald seemed to be in a bad mood after that. They poured water from the lake on the small remnants of their fire and packed their bedrolls. Quietly, they shared a loaf of pan bread and honey. It wasn’t a particularly good breakfast‌—‌certainly not what they were used to receiving in the castle, but to Hugo, who had only ever read about such things, it felt incredibly daring to start the day out with a simple lump of bread and then jump in the saddle.
When they had finished, Archibald pushed his hat a little more firmly onto his head and climbed onto Pilfer. The dapple grey pony moved into a canter and Hugo followed. The jet black horse that Hugo rode was so tall that he towered over Archibald on his pony. He had been bred for the king but was born with markings like ivory socks on each leg, so he was given to the prince instead. Hugo named him Stilts for his height and white legs.
Archibald looked up at him and frowned. “I am not sure it is entirely healthy for you to be looking down on me all day long.”
Hugo smiled wryly. “Well, I’m not riding your pony.”
“Too right, you are not,” Archibald said protectively, patting Pilfer on the side. “He is too much for you to handle.”
Hugo rolled his eyes.
***
They traveled at a steady pace, camping by the river as they went so the horses could drink and graze. Each morning Archibald continued Hugo’s lessons. They spoke of history, politics, philosophy, and for the most part it was quite boring.
After three days of this, they found themselves traveling through the forest in the early afternoon. Archibald was telling Hugo a story about a long dead king, and for once he was trying to pay attention.
“Why was he going to be beheaded again?” he asked, rummaging in his bag for an apple.
“He was not, Hugo. Pay attention. His brother was going to be executed because the wizard Tif told the high court that he was responsible for the murder of a visiting lord. The king discovered that she was lying and raced from his chambers to the courtyard to stop the execution, but he arrived moments too late, and his brother died. That was the last time that wizards were allowed to give testimony in the king’s court until the Magemother took up a teaching post at the Magisterium and began to mend ties between the courts and the wizards.”
“Well,” Hugo said, taking a bite and talking through a mouthful of apple, “I woodn’t hab lep my buther die.”
“Oh?” Archibald said with a grimace. “And how would you have stopped it? Figure things out more quickly?”
“No,” Hugo said, making a slow gesture with the half-eaten apple as if the answer was obvious. “I would’ve gotten to him sooner. People say I waste time exploring the castle, but I bet I could have made it to the courtyard in half the time h‌—‌AAH!”
Pilfer, who had been eying Hugo’s apple for some time, had snapped it out of the prince’s hand mid-gesture.
Archibald laughed as Pilfer downed the apple and dipped his head approvingly. “My apologies, Hugo, I should have warned you. He has a habit of pilfering food; you see, that is how he got his name. He means no harm by it.” Archibald patted the side of Pilfer’s neck appreciatively.
“He’s a monster,” Hugo said darkly, rubbing his bruised fingertips and glaring down at the pony.
Archibald gave him a moment to recover, then tried to divert his attention. “So how would you
have made it to the courtyard on time?”
“What?” Hugo said, looking up from his fingers. “Oh, I would’ve taken the chicken stairs.”
“The chicken stairs?” Archibald said skeptically.
Hugo blushed. “Well, I don’t know what they’re actually called, I guess, but it is the fastest way.”
Archibald was thinking. “There are three hidden exits to the south,” he said, ticking them off one by one on his fingers, “the king’s closet, the maid’s mirror, and the clover shoot.”
“And the chicken stairs,” Hugo insisted. He could tell that Archibald didn’t follow, so he hastened to explain, excited to finally know something his tutor did not. “Behind that seascape across from the Magemother’s rooms‌—‌the one that comes out in the chicken coop outside the castle.”
“There’s a passage that comes out in the chicken coop?” Archibald said incredulously.
Hugo nodded. “Yeah, I use it all the time; it’s the only exit that the guards don’t bother watching at all‌—‌I guess they think the smell will do the trick all by itself.”
Archibald laughed generously, putting his hand across his chest to steady himself. “Hugo,” he said, grinning, “they do not guard it because they do not know that it is there. I did not know. And neither did your great-great-grandfather, who as it turns out, could have saved his brother’s life with a trip through the hen house. Ha!”
Hugo grinned.
“So,” Archibald said, straightening his hat. “What is the lesson in all of this?”
“Never underestimate a chicken?”
“No,” Archibald said shortly, but he was still smiling. “Skio kor toom.”
Hugo bit his lip, trying to remember what that meant. His knowledge of the old language was poorer than it should have been, mostly because studying it always put him to sleep.
“Know your own heart,” Archibald offered. “Or in this case, your own home. Either way, I think we should focus on ancient languages for the rest of the day.”
Hugo groaned. “Why?”
Archibald gave him an appraising look. “Because once again you have proven that you are incapable of translating even the simplest of phrases.”
“It’s not like I’m ever gonna need it,” Hugo complained. “No one uses it anymore.”
“Excuse me?” Archibald said. “No one uses it? I just used it now.”
Hugo rolled his eyes.
“You are using it now, as a matter of fact, for our language has grown out of those that have gone before. As such it behooves those of high station to make themselves acquainted with it.”
Hugo was berating himself silently. Why had he let Archibald go down this road? His teacher was obsessed with language, and now he was going be punished for saying it wasn’t important‌—‌probably for hours. He was still arguing vehemently about the supreme importance of it.
“As a future ruler you will be in a position to affect the culture of the kingdom at large. I will, therefore, to the best of my ability, see that you are properly educated. Speaking of which,” he said reproachfully, “It’s not like I’m ever gonna? When did you start talking like this? You have been spending too much time cavorting with the servants, and too little with your teachers and your peers.”
“I regret that you disapprove of my colloquial tone,” Hugo said dryly.
“Aha!” Archibald exclaimed. “I knew you had it in you. Why do you not use it more often? Do you resent your education? Your position? Are you hoping that someone else will be the king someday, so that you won’t have to?”
“Yes,” Hugo said honestly.
Archibald stared at him. “Well,” he sighed, “I suspected as much. But we have some time. Let’s save that hurdle for another day, shall we?”
Hugo relaxed.
“Transfirendum hok kwayezo. Translate.”
Hugo moaned.
***
That night, Hugo struggled to sleep. When the fire began to die down and Archibald’s breathing became deep and even, he found himself counting the stars as they emerged, one by one, from the depth of the night. He shifted from side to side, unable to stop thinking how uncomfortable sleeping outdoors was. If only that root was gone, or that stone, or the sound of that bug, maybe then he could sleep.
After a while he realized that it was his mind that was uncomfortable. Every time he closed his eyes he saw Lux staring back at him, one blue eye, one black and empty…so empty. He shivered. Part of him never wanted to set eyes on the mage again. Another part of him wanted to speak his name right now and see if he would appear. For all his strangeness, Lux had real magic, real power‌—‌power like he had always dreamed of. He had always been drawn to magic‌—‌like a fox to a hen house, his father had said, because he had no business being there. He sighed. If only he were that interested in laws or governing or politics, maybe then his father would be happy. He had read every book he could get his hands on about magic, about mages, but there was nothing in them that said how to become one. It couldn’t be done, it seemed. Either you were magical or you weren’t.
Something tugged at his heart, a deep sadness that he hadn’t known before. He would never be what he wanted to be. He could never become the man he felt like on the inside. It wasn’t in the cards. His heart felt heavy. The weight of it nearly crushed him. This was so stupid! Why couldn’t he be content with the life he was given like other people were. He was going to be king! Wasn’t that good enough?
He knew deep down that it wasn’t. He would never be satisfied being like everyone else. But what choice did he have?
A single tear squeezed out of his eye, and he wiped it away hastily, berating himself. He was being a baby. With an effort, he steeled his resolve, pushing away the aching in his heart. He would just have to ignore it. A prince would do nothing else. He was out in the real world now. Archibald was trusting him. He needed to start acting like a man. If that meant giving up his dream, then that’s what had to be done.
He closed his eyes and forced himself to stop thinking about it.
From above his head, a bird began to sing; it was the last thing he heard before he fell asleep, and the last thing he thought was that it was odd for a bird to sing at night. It was, wasn’t it? This must be a particular kind of bird.
It sounded sad, he thought, like his heart.



Chapter Nine
In which we meet Tabitha
The highest tower of the Magisterium at Tarwal stood at the edge of a cliff. Sea spray washed across its footings a few times a year when the water truly raged; otherwise, it stood well out of reach, gathering creatures from the wind. Birds flitted about the head of the tower, darting in and out; birds flitted around the head of the girl standing at the top of the tower. She stood on a little balcony that jutted out into the open air, high above the frothing mass of blue.
Tabitha paid no heed to the ocean or the city or the Magisterium. Her toes dangled off the edge of the balcony as she leaned against an iron balustrade, eyes shut in concentration.
She was trying to find the wind.
Tabitha kept the birds; she looked after them and they looked after her. She spread their feed, filled their fountains, and listened to what news they gathered on their far-flung flights. In turn they kept her company, never once thinking as others did that she was anything but ordinary.
Sometimes, when the morning was unusually quiet, she could hear a bit of news on the wind; a birdsong or a feather carried on the air was enough. But there was no wind today, just as there had been no wind in the days before. She leaned back into the tower peacefully, dancing lightly away to greet her visitor.
Denmyn was the only person that ever came to visit, the only other person, as far as she knew, that had ever bothered to make the long climb to the top of the tower more than once. A gray head rose above the top step, several hairs out of place. She was wheezing heavily, out of breath after the climb. “Tabitha,” she said with a breathless smile, her wrinkled cheeks pink from exertion, “how are you always standing here waiting for me when I arrive?” She collapsed into the tower’s solitary chair, which Tabitha had carried up for this very purpose.
“I hear you coming,” she said simply.
“Oh‌—‌ohh,” Denmyn stifled her wheezing self-consciously. She got to her feet, walked across to the ladder that led up to the nests. She began to climb, sighing, “Someday, Tabitha, I will count all those steps.”
“Thirteen hundred seventy-one,” Tabitha whispered, a little more loudly than she intended. She had counted them one day, long ago.
“You counted them?” Denmyn gave another sigh as she reached the floor above. “Of course you did.”
“Only once.”
“Of course, dear. And what news do the birds bring today?”
Tabitha ran through the day’s news mentally, looking for something that might interest Denmyn. A gull caught under the slapping tail of a passing whale, a forest fire in the high mountains, a herd of heartbeasts rumored to have been put on the run by a bird. She smiled at the last one, trying to imagine a bird with such pluck. “No news,” she said. None that the wizards would be interested in, anyway. “Except the magpies.”
“The magpies, dear?”
“Yes, I told you yesterday. More and more have been disappearing.” She had told Denmyn every day since it began that the magpies were disappearing. The magpies themselves claimed that they were being hunted, but why, they would not say.
“Oh well, that’s as it is, often enough,” Denmyn said dismissively, climbing back down. She called up as she fell out of sight, “I’ll see you tonight.”
Tabitha didn’t respond. She forgot to sometimes, but this time it was for a different reason; something had caught her attention from the window. There was something there, something on the wind. No, not the wind‌—‌there was no wind. On the bare air there floated…something. Something birdlike.
She flew to the wide window, hair scattering over the edge as she came to an abrupt stop, eyes closed, listening. It was a dove‌—‌a mourning dove.
A burst of excitement raced through her. They were rare, and to hear one singing was even rarer. She became somber as she listened to the song. It told the tale of a future lost, a spirit broken.
She stepped away from the window, thinking. This was a strange thing indeed. Often in bird lore they sang over weeping kings and maidens in the depths of travail. She had never heard one in real life. She wondered who it sang for. It must be a special person to attract the attention of a mourning dove.
For a moment she indulged in the thought. She could find out. Leave her tower. But for what? To satisfy her curiosity? She had responsibilities here, and the world outside her tower was so big.
It must be a very important person for a mourning dove to sing, she thought again.
She crossed the room and poured bird seed into a long feeder, but she did the task without paying attention; her mind was already far away.
***
Over the next couple days, Hugo tried to be a model student. Archibald seemed more alarmed than relieved. Hugo could guess why. Though his behavior had been admirable, his mood was poor. He couldn’t help it. Ever since he made his decision he’d had a difficult time being cheerful. Life seemed heavy now.
“Is something wrong?” his teacher finally asked after a long day of riding. He was gathering wood for a fire.
Hugo shrugged.
“Ah,” Archibald said sagely. “The shrug.” He touched the side of his nose. “Sometimes a shrug means no. Sometimes it means yes. Other times it means something in between. Which kind was that?”
Hugo shrugged again.
“I see.” Archibald nodded to himself. “Very well. Keep your dreary thoughts private. I shall still endeavor to cheer you up.”
Hugo felt his temper surge. He didn’t want to be cheered up. Why couldn’t Archibald just leave him alone? He always did this‌—‌it was one of the best and worst things about him. His teacher was always, day after day, excruciatingly cheerful. “Aren’t you ever just in a bad mood?” Hugo blurted.
“Yes,” Archibald said easily, “but lucky for you, it takes more than a melancholy adolescent to put me there.”
Hugo glowered.
“Very well,” Archibald said. “I know just the thing.” With a spark, the fire caught and Archibald leaned back. “I will give you…” he said in a dramatic voice, “three free questions.”
Hugo brightened. It had been a long time since he had a free question. It was a thing they had done when he was younger. When he got too tired of studying, Archibald would let him ask a free question. It could be about anything, and Archibald had to
answer, even if he didn’t want to, even if it wasn’t appropriate or prudent. As he got older, the practice had ceased. No doubt Archibald had grown cautious about the things he might ask. After all, Archibald was one of the most educated people in the land, and there were many things he might not wish to tell a young boy.
Hugo settled down against the base of a tree opposite Archibald. What should he ask? He forced back a smile.
“Where do babies come from?”
Archibald went pale.
Hugo burst out laughing. “Ah! I got you!” He was doubled over laughing now. It felt good to laugh again. Archibald looked at him sternly. Hugo wiped a tear from his eye. “Ah…okay, I’ll admit, I feel better.”
Archibald smiled in a satisfied way. “You still have three questions.”
“Right.” Hugo mustered his courage. He knew what he wanted to ask most, but he was embarrassed about it. Plus, hadn’t he already decided to give up on his dream of becoming a mage? He settled on a different question. He knew Archibald wouldn’t want to answer it; under normal circumstances, the subject was off limits.
“You agree to answer my questions fully? No taunting me with half answers?”
Archibald looked wounded. “Have I ever?”
“Okay. In that case…what really happened between you and the Magemother?”
Archibald sighed. “Somehow I knew you would ask that. But I suppose it is the most mysterious part about me, isn’t it?”
Hugo tried to hide the guilty grin on his face. He had to admit he was more than a little embarrassed to bring it up. There were all kinds of rumors about Archibald and the Magemother. It was a common topic of gossip among the oldest servants after a little too much wine.
“The rumors are true,” Archibald said candidly. “We were very close once.” He looked sad.
For all his curiosity, Hugo started to feel bad for asking, but Archibald went on.
“We were friends for a long time, then confidants. Because of the nature of her life, her responsibility, her position, her power, there was no one who could really understand her. Most men were either intimidated by her power or simply unwilling to take second priority to her responsibilities. I was not. We became…as close as two people can be, perhaps‌—‌at least two people such as ourselves. Your father married us.”
Hugo gaped at him in shock. Archibald was married to the Magemother? Archibald? He took a good look at his teacher. He had always thought of him as a silly old man, wise‌—‌brilliant even‌—‌but eccentric. He was always dressed too well, and usually so polite as to be mistaken for uptight if you didn’t know him. Could this man really have caught the eye of someone like the Magemother?
Archibald chuckled. “Yes. Hard to imagine, isn’t it? But there you are, the truth. We kept the relationship largely to ourselves, but you can ask your father if you must. It was long ago, but he remembers. What is your second question?”
“What happened?”
Archibald stopped laughing. The sad look crossed his face again. Then he folded his hands and gave a resigned sigh. “We had a child.”
“What?” Hugo sat up. The Magemother had a child? Could that happen? Had that ever happened?”
“Yes,” Archibald said knowingly. “We did.”
“But is that allowed? I never knew the Magemother could be an actual mother.”
Archibald raised his eyebrows. “Is that your third question?”
Hugo winced. “Ahh, um, no?”
Archibald nodded. “No doubt the situation got the best of you. I will ‘cut you a break’ as they say. Just this once.” He cleared his throat. “Yes, the Magemother can have children. In fact, she must. The Magemother does not live forever, though most people do not know that.”
“She’s mortal?” Hugo asked, shocked.
Archibald nodded. “She lives long enough that few people know it. There have been only two Magemothers in the history of our world. In order to pass on her calling she must have a child.”
“A daughter?”
Archibald nodded. “As I was saying, we had a child. I saw it only once.” Archibald looked as if he were remembering something painful. “She gave birth in her sanctuary on Calypsis. No man had ever set foot there before, but she brought me.”
“What happened?” Hugo had lost track of how many questions he had asked. He needed to hear the end of it.
A dark look crossed Archibald’s face, a painful memory brought back to the present. “The child disappeared one day.”
“Disappeared?”
He nodded. “She would not tell me how, or why. She said that she could not tell me. After that, we…grew apart.” Archibald’s jaw clenched.
Hugo looked down.
Archibald coughed awkwardly, and when he spoke, his voice sounded deep and throaty. “Time for your third question. Make it an easy one, will you?”
Hugo thought hard. He decided not to ask what he wanted to. Archibald had already given him so much, he could see it on his face.
“Do you want some tea?”
Archibald smiled appreciatively. “Thank you.”
The conversation was pleasant after that. They spoke of simpler things. All the while, Hugo studied his teacher when he wasn’t watching. He had lived a much more interesting life than Hugo could have guessed.
That night he thought about how much pain Archibald must have been in all these years. He still felt it, obviously. Did he blame her? Had he ever forgiven her?
His thoughts drifted to his own inner turmoil. Was he kidding himself, thinking that he could just bury his dreams, his feelings like that? Would he end up like Archibald in forty years? Archibald gave off the appearance of being on top of the world, but deep down guarded a secret wound. Hugo didn’t want to live like that. Just then he felt the pain come back. It was a tangible thing. He could actually feel his heart hurting.
No, he thought as sleep drifted nearer. That was stupid. Hearts don’t actually hurt.
Above him, a bird started to sing. It sounded like the same bird from last night. That was odd, wasn’t it? He realized he’d forgotten to ask Archibald whether birds sing at night. Sleep was close, and he wasn’t thinking clearly. Maybe they did. He couldn’t remember. But why was it following them? Maybe it liked to pick up stray crumbs that they left behind on the trail. The bird’s song sounded sad, like his heart. Why would a bird be sad? Maybe it didn’t get enough crumbs today. He would have to be sure and drop some good ones tomorrow…
***
An hour later, Hugo woke with a start. Something was wrong. He strained his ears, trying to pick apart the noises of the night.
Ground mice rustling in the underbrush, Archibald breathing, an owl hooting, his bird singing. Everything sounded right.
But everything wasn’t right.
His skin prickled, and he sat up.
“Archibald!” he hissed.
Archibald mumbled something and rolled over.
“Hello,” a soft voice said.
Hugo leapt to his feet, spinning around, only to find a young girl. She was sitting cross-legged on the ground a few paces behind him. Her hair was wild, but her face was kind. She didn’t look at all threatening.
“It’s okay,” she said. “You don’t need that.”
Looking down, he realized he had drawn his sword. In the back of his mind he was impressed with his reflexes, but he put the sword down, donning his traveling cloak instead. He glanced back at the girl and she waved at him enthusiastically. She might have been greeting a friend at a party instead of waking a stranger at night in the middle of nowhere.
He looked back at Archibald. Should he wake him up? Probably. Still, he felt bad about last night. He could tell the conversation had worn his teacher out. This was probably just a girl that had wandered by from a nearby town.
“Archibald,” he whispered. “Do you want to come and talk to the crazy random girl with me?”
Archibald muttered and rolled over again. “Borborygmus,” he said in a patient tone, “is the harbinger of flatulence.”
Hugo grinned. Always teaching.
He walked over to the girl. “What are you doing here?” he hissed as he stepped closer to her.
“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” she said. “My name is Tabitha. I’m a student at the Magisterium.”
“Really?” Hugo asked, suddenly intrigued. “That’s where we are headed. You came all that way?”
She shrugged, shaking loose a tangle of hair. “I wanted to see who you were.”
“Why?” He took a step back. This was strange. Maybe he should wake Archibald after all.
“I came because of your bird,” she said earnestly.
Hugo blinked. “My bird?”
“You have a mourning dove. It’s been singing for you every night. Haven’t you heard it?”
“Oh…” Hugo scratched his head. “Yeah, I guess I have. But how‌—‌”
“I’m the bird girl,” Tabitha said significantly.
Hugo nodded. That made sense. They had a “bird man” at the castle too‌—‌a crazy old man who gathered news and sent messages through the birds. “I’m Hugo,” he said. “Hugo Paradise.”
“Oooh,” Tabitha said, her eyes widening. “A king! I figured it would be something like that.”
“A prince,” he corrected her. “What are you talking about, anyway?”
“They can sing for common people,” Tabitha said, scanning the dark trees for a sight of the mourning dove, “but they usually don’t bother.”
“You heard it all the way from the Magisterium?” Hugo asked, amazed.
Tabitha blushed. “I’m a good listener.”
Hugo whistled. “I guess so. Well, what now?”
Tabitha looked confused. “What do you mean?”
“You’ve found your elusive dove. What now?”
Tabitha looked startled. “Oh! Nothing, I guess.”
“Nothing? You came all the way here just because?”
Tabitha’s forehead furrowed. “Well,” she said, “I’ve never heard a mourning dove lament in person before.”
“Lament?”
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha said excitedly. “The lament‌—‌the song of sorrow‌—‌it only comes out of hiding to sing for someone experiencing true sorrow.”
Hugo felt awkward. He thought about the pain he had been feeling in his heart. He felt silly now. A bird was singing about him? And this girl heard it and now she wanted to come investigate?
“You don’t have to tell me what it is or anything,” Tabitha said hastily. “I just wanted to see it for myself.”
Hugo nodded hesitantly. “Okay…”
“Okay,” Tabitha agreed. “I guess I’ll be going now?”
Hugo nodded. “I guess so. See you at the Magisterium?”
Tabitha looked startled again. “Oh, maybe. Probably not. Most people don’t.”
Something swooshed over Hugo’s head before he could ask what she meant, and he ducked reflexively. Looking up, he saw a gigantic eagle land next to Tabitha. She sat astride it and gave him another wave before rising into the night.
Strange, he thought as he walked back to his bedroll. He climbed under his blanket, listening with more appreciation to the mournful song of the dove somewhere above him. Very strange.
“What?” Archibald said, sitting up. “Did you say something, Hugo? Is everything all right?”
He considered telling Archibald what had happened, but decided it could wait until morning.
“Yes,” he said. “Everything’s fine.”
“Oh, good,” Archibald yawned.
“Archibald?”
“Yes?”
“What’s borborygmus?”
“Excuse me?”
“Borborygmus.”
“Oh.” Archibald scratched himself sleepily. “Odd question for a time like this. Borborygmus is the technical term for the gurgling sound that your intestines make. It is caused by the movement of gas and fluid moving through the bowels in the process of digestion.” He chuckled mildly to himself. “The harbinger of…wait, why do you ask?”
Hugo rolled over and grinned to himself. “Never mind.”
***
The following day, they reached Ninebridge. The city was named for the nine stone bridges that extended out from the center of the town like the spokes of a wheel. They curved into space from the center of town like slender black arches, scraping the sky dramatically. These bridges were not built to cross rivers or gorges, he knew, but space. They connected cities separated by hundreds of miles, transforming a month on the road into a journey of minutes. How the bridges were made, and by whom, nobody could remember. Maybe nobody ever knew. They predated the wizards, the Magisterium, even the mages.
From a long way off Hugo could tell that the actual city of Ninebridge was smaller than he had imagined. There was one large establishment at the very center, as well as a small military outpost at the base of every bridge (traffic was loosely policed by the king’s soldiers), but apart from a few inns, that was about it.
Archibald must have been thinking along the same lines. “You now see,” he said, pointing to the army outpost, “why your father, among all of the rulers of Aberdeen, is the most powerful. What is the most important city in Caraway?”
Hugo stayed silent, recognizing this as a rhetorical question. Archibald was really on a roll.
“Ninebridge! Never forget it. Many people think of Tarwal, because of the Magisterium, but they are wrong. All travel and trade necessarily passes through Ninebridge. Your father controls that, which means he has a hand in everything.”
They stopped at the edge of the city.
“There is something we need to discuss,” Archibald said.
“What?”
“I promised your father that if you accompanied me, I would not take you out of Caraway. As you know, the rest of Aberdeen, while still technically under his rule, is not under the High King’s direct protection. He does not want you venturing out in times like this.”
“But Archibald, we aren’t leaving Caraway yet! Ninebridge and Tarwal are both inside it!”
Archibald held up a hand. “We will leave Caraway eventually. Trust me. One does not follow a quest such as this without traveling outside their own country. We will likely not find what we are looking for at the Magisterium. As such, we will need to travel elsewhere.”
Hugo felt a flutter of excitement.
“By then I am sure you will be quite impossible to reason with. As such, I want to make it clear to you now that this is as far as you go under my care.”
“Your care?”
“I promised your father that I would not take you out of Caraway. So, I am officially leaving you here, well inside Caraway, and making his wishes known to you. What you do now is your own business.”
Hugo grinned. “Archibald, is this how you justify defying the king?”
Archibald looked grim. “Sometimes. The king and I do not see eye to eye on certain matters, one of them being your education. Of course, I defer to his judgment, and I would never break my word to him.” With that, Archibald turned and rode casually into Ninebridge.
A second later, Hugo pulled up alongside him. “Archibald,” he said seriously, “I’m liking you more and more.”
As they rode through town, Archibald quizzed him on the history of Ninebridge. The first bridge led to the Magisterium, which was located in an ancient coastal town on the southern tip of the country. The second and third bridges led to the Greggan States, while the fourth and fifth led to cities in Chair. The sixth bridge led to the Wizard’s Ire, an old forest kingdom which had long since been abandoned. This was the only bridge that was guarded very heavily, as the Ire was full of unsavory things that occasionally tried to creep into the rest of the world. Hedgemon and Aquilar were reached by the seventh and eighth bridges, respectively. The ninth bridge was broken, and led to nowhere.
As they reached the center of the city Hugo stared at the massive structure in the center. It sat at the foot of the bridges like the body of a nine-legged spider, and while it was not as breathtaking to look at as the bridges themselves, it was still quite impressive. To Hugo, it looked like a giant, many-steepled tent. Carts and caravans rode in and out of it from several entrances, coming and going over the various bridges.
“Fall Hallows…” Hugo breathed. He had heard of it many times, though he had never actually been inside. “Are we going to go?” Hugo asked hopefully.
Archibald laughed. “Not today. The last thing we need is a five-hour detour. I have no doubt that you would completely lose yourself inside…in fact, in such a place even I would be prone to distraction.”
“What do they have in there?”
“Anything you can imagine,” Archibald said simply, “and many things you cannot. And everything is for sale. For the right price.”
“Everything?”
Archibald snorted. “I’ll wager that in twenty minutes I could sell everything on my person and trade you for a decent pair of plow horses‌—‌well…maybe just one decent plow horse…”
“Done!” Hugo said enthusiastically. “Let’s go!”
Archibald laughed. “Another day, perhaps.”
They rode around the edge of town to the foot of the first bridge, where Archibald had a quick word with the guards before proceeding onto it. It was long and steep, too steep to ride up, so Archibald dismounted. Pilfer actually gave a couple grateful nods when he realized that he would not be expected to bear his master on his back while climbing. Hugo followed suit, walking beside Stilts as they rose slowly above the level of the city. After a few minutes, Hugo gave in to the urge to look over the side.
He had only seen the bridges once before, and he had forgotten how big they were. Built entirely of black stone, they stretched at an impossible angle into the sky for half a mile, at which point the visible bridge terminated in a veil of mist. Hugo knew that the other end was several hundred miles to the south, in Tarwal.
It took just over half an hour to reach the top and they were both winded by the steepness of the climb; Pilfer and Stilts were the only ones that didn’t seem to mind. There had long been talk of cutting stairs into the stone bridges, but the stone was too hard to be reworked by any normal craftsman. Before them stood the curtain of gray mist. It stretched upwards and out like a veil as far as the eye could see.
Archibald stopped to enjoy the view. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said. “What was the question you chickened out of asking me last night?”
Hugo felt his cheeks go red. “What?”
“Your third question. You backed down from it in an effort to spare me. I am curious what it was.”
Hugo shuffled his feet. “It’s nothing.” He hated that Archibald knew him so well.
“Last chance,” Archibald said, stretching his legs casually. “Soon my mind will be on other things.”
“Well,” Hugo began, “I was just wondering how mages become mages.”
“The Magemother selects them,” Archibald said simply.
“But were they always mages? I mean, were they always magical?”
“Ah,” Archibald gave him a critical look. “You are wondering if you can become a mage.”
Hugo shrugged.
“I’m not surprised,” Archibald said kindly. “You have been obsessed with the subject since you were old enough to be a nuisance to the librarians. I’ll admit I have given it some thought myself.” He leaned against the side rail. “The short answer is that I do not know. A new mage has not been called in my lifetime, and I never saw fit to question Lewilyn about it.”
Hugo stared at him. The Magemother’s name was not usually spoken. It was considered highly disrespectful to refer to her as anything other than her title. He had never heard anyone talk about her so casually.
“Forgive me,” Archibald said. “I have been living in the past these last few days, and I forgot my place. In any case, I doubt anyone without inherent magical prowess could be a plausible candidate for the role of mage. It just does not make good sense. I am sorry I cannot provide you with a more complete explanation. Does my answer suffice?”
Hugo nodded. It was as he suspected. Why had he gotten his hopes up again?
Archibald turned back to the mist. “In we go,” he said, and disappeared through it, tugging the reins as he went. Pilfer hesitated only slightly, snorting and shaking his head before walking forward. Hugo shook himself. It was time to go on. He was on one of the magical bridges, after all. This moment, at least, he would enjoy. This was magic that he could participate in. Traveling such a far distance in one step had to be magic, didn’t it? He walked right up to the mist until his toes touched it and then bent forward at the waist, ducking his head through.
He broke head and shoulders through the silvery mist and found himself looking out over the mass of stone and noise and towers that was the Magisterium; it sprawled across the belly of Tarwal like some great, pointy-peaked beast that had crawled out of the ocean to sun itself and rest under the spell of sea smell and a purple-moon sunset. “Whoa,” he said, and stepped through.
They passed three carts pulling slowly up the bridge as they descended, but the men who attended them were too busy with the climb for words. When they reached the bottom, they were in the center of Tarwal. Like many other large cities, this one had been built hundreds of years ago around the foot of the bridge for convenience, since it served as the main route for entering and exiting the city.
The sounds of the city felt overwhelming compared to the silent forest roads they had been traveling on during the past few days. Shopkeepers bustled around trying to lure customers inside, a musician played a stringed instrument over a hat full of coins, and street vendors took hurried dinner orders from hungry students. The city felt alive. People were moving in every direction down streets lined with buildings five stories high. Houses, offices, mercantiles‌—‌each ran into the next in a dizzying parade of structures, punctuated briefly here and there by small streets and tunneling alleyways; it was a giant, wonderful mess.
After a few blocks they arrived at the main entrance of the Magisterium and tied their mounts to the post outside.
“Are you ready?” Archibald asked, glancing sideways at him as they climbed the steps.
Hugo grinned. He couldn’t help being excited at the prospect of entering the epicenter of his lifelong dreams, despite his recent resolution to abandon them. “Yes, I am.”



Chapter Ten
In which a door is closed
When Archibald and Hugo entered the Magisterium, they found it strangely bereft of occupants. They glanced at each other and Archibald arched an eyebrow quizzically.
“Is it always like this?” Hugo asked, guessing the answer.
“No.”
Hugo’s shoes echoed eerily off the polished brown bricks as they made their way down hallways that were usually bustling with students this time of day. After five minutes of walking, they began to hear the low murmur of a crowd in the distance. Finally Archibald opened a set of doors that led out of the building into what appeared to be the central square of the complex. It was interspersed with small enclosures and benches where students could gather, study, or in the case of this day, crowd around the entrance to the library.
Archibald whipped his hat off his head and held it against his chest, using his cane to part the crowd. At one point, a great burly youth with his back turned blocked their path; no amount of the usual pushing or prodding made him lean aside, so Archibald lifted his cane and knocked the handle of it against the boy’s head. The handle was a bright silver ram’s head, and very heavy, and it made a dull thump against the boy’s head, causing him to cry out and leap away in surprise.
“Ouch!”
“I beg your pardon,” Archibald said, and they hurried past before anything came of the matter. When they had pressed their way through the throng and entered the building, they found the source of the commotion: the door to the records room was locked, and a sound like rampaging cattle was coming from within. The majority of the masters were assembled outside trying to gain entry. The dean of the school was practically pulling his hair out as he spoke to a girl of about sixteen.
“I don’t care where he isn’t, I care where he is! If we can’t find him, we may never get inside.”
The girl turned and ran down a side corridor, and the dean turned nervously back to the closed door, wringing his hands.
“Pardon me,” Archibald said as they approached, startling the nervous man out of his thoughts.
“Pouzhfougy!” the dean exclaimed, practically jumping a foot in the air. (Hugo couldn’t help but laugh out loud at this.) “Don’t sneak up on a man like that, you‌—‌oh.” He cut himself off as he took in the sight of them.
“Good graces,” Archibald said mildly. “There is no call for such language.”
The dean blushed. “But what are you doing here, Archibald? And without announcement? Who is this? Is something wrong?”
“I might ask you the same thing,” Archibald observed, indicating the door and the masters gathered around it in discussion. “Why is the entire school gathered in the square outside? Have you got a wizard locked inside there?”
The dean’s eyes widened. “A wizard locked‌—‌is that what they are saying‌—‌of course not! He has locked us out, not we him in!” He pointed to the door in consternation, but Archibald simply chuckled and placed a calming hand on the man’s shoulder. He often liked giving the excitable little man a hard time, but regretted it today, for the dean was far more out of sorts than usual, and it wasn’t in good taste.
“Who is it?” he said simply.
“Ah,” the dean said, sounding a little calmer. “His name’s Cannon‌—‌a young man of some talent, it seems‌—‌he wandered in some weeks ago looking for a job and I gave it to him. Heaven knows we could use the help‌—‌but he turned out to be such a‌—‌I mean, if I had known, well…” the dean looked exasperated. “But what are you doing here, Archibald?”
“Never mind that now,” Archibald said, waving the question away. “Tell me, is this the same Cannon who was apprentice to the Wind Mage?”
“Yes! The very same,” the dean said, wringing his hands and glancing at the locked door of the library. “Early this morning he shooed everyone out of the records hall, barricaded himself inside, and by the sounds of it let loose the fire of Shael’s wrath inside‌—‌”
“Good heavens, man,” Archibald said. “Do not say such things.”
“‌—‌and we can’t find the master librarian anywhere! This door hasn’t been locked in a hundred years. Nobody knows where to find the keys.”
“Dean Chambers,” Archibald said a little sternly, making the nervous man flinch, “are you aware that Cannon has been summoned to appear before the king? Why has he not left already?”
The dean slumped down onto a bench against the wall and waved a hand in the air. “You can have him as soon as we get to him, I suppose, unless our librarian kills him first‌—‌won’t even stand for anyone disturbing the library in the usual fashions, but this…” He shook his head.
Archibald let him be and turned to inspect the door, where the masters still huddled before it, and the dean seemed to relax. He approached the wizards who stood in front of the door talking with each other, Hugo following behind him.
“I’m surprised that a little thing like a lock can keep all of you out,” Archibald said wryly.
“Indeed.” A tall, proud-looking wizard in his seventies gave him a little smile. “It is rather disheartening.”
“Come off it,” said a burly wizard with a moustache. Archibald knew him as the master framer, specializing in all things related to building and construction. The man rapped the door with a hard knuckle and put his ear to the keyhole. “These doors were built to withstand any forceful opening. Only the key will do the trick, I think.”
“What worries me,” said an older woman, Denmyn, if Archibald remembered correctly, “is the terrible noise on the other side! In any case, I would rather not open it. Or at least I would like you to wait for me to leave before you do.” The wizards looked thoughtful at her words. “Who is this with you?” she asked suddenly, pointing at Hugo.
“Ahh,” Archibald said. “This is my traveling companion for a time.” He waved at Hugo dismissively and left it at that. Hugo thought it rather rude that Archibald had failed to introduce him properly. He had been a small boy when he came to this place last and people couldn’t be expected to recognize him without an introduction.
“Do you mind if I have a go?” Archibald asked the little group of wizards. “Indulge me, please, I have business with the boy that comes straight from the king.”
The wizards seemed surprised at that, and doubtful, but moved aside just the same.
Archibald pulled on the doors, but they didn’t move, so he lifted the silver ram’s head of his cane and knocked hard. The silver head thudded against the door thunderously, making it shudder slightly.
“Oh my,” Denmyn said. Hugo considered the cane with a new interest.
Archibald knocked three more times, making it creak on its hinges, and waited, but to no avail. Cautiously, he slipped the bell out of his pocket.
“Is that a summoning bell?” a tall wizard with a moustache said with interest.
“I can’t say I really know,” Archibald said innocently, and tucked away quickly. Perhaps he thought it unwise to use it in front of the wizards. Hugo wondered if Archibald was even supposed to have such a thing.
Just then the dean’s aide returned, two men following behind her and carrying a third between them. This, no doubt, was the master librarian.
“What is going on here?” the librarian demanded sharply, causing Hugo to jump; he had thought the man was unconscious. “Why did you insist that I be brought here instead of taken to the infirmary?” He gave the dean such a scathing look that Hugo was almost embarrassed for him. He had a point, of course. The master librarian, though evidently in control of his head and voice, was clearly otherwise incapacitated. His feet were dragging on the floor as the two men carried him, his body hanging limply beneath him. If it hadn’t been such a serious moment, Hugo might have laughed (the old woman, Denmyn, did laugh, and if it wasn’t quite appropriate, well, she was very old).
“Good night!” Dean Chambers exclaimed. “What has happened to you, Master Ipps?”
“Good night, indeed!” the librarian exclaimed. “It was good night to me when that Cannon fellow”‌—‌he spat the name with loathing‌—‌”brought me a cup of tea. Nice thing, I thought. Kind of him, though it tasted a bit strange. After my eighth sip I had the good sense to stop. Even then, I lost consciousness. I have only recently been revived. As you can see, I am not altogether right yet.”
“Indeed,” Archibald said. “My condolences.”
The librarian didn’t hear him. He seemed to have finally taken in what was going on. “Save us!” he exclaimed, going pale. “Is that door locked?”
After an intense moment in which everyone looked from the librarian to each other, Archibald responded. “Do you have the key?”
“Key?” the librarian shouted. “The key? Of course I don’t have the key! There is no key! That is the Hall of Ages. It opens,” he said, raising his eyes to the inscription carved over the double doors, “for the Monumental Moment and the Momentous Man.”
“Surely that is just tradition, Ipps,” the tall wizard said mildly. “It isn’t actually true?”
“Of course it is,” the librarian blustered. He continued in a lecturing tone that was usually reserved for students. “The chamber itself was created out of pure magic at the founding of the Magisterium. The doors opened the day the Magisterium opened, no doubt a ‘Monumental Moment.’ The locking of the doors is a defense mechanism of the chamber. They were locked during the fire of 1147, and remained locked for almost three hundred years.” He let this news settle on his listeners for a moment, and looked annoyingly at one of the men holding him. “I do think that you can put me down now.”
As they sat him on the bench and propped him against the wall, Archibald asked the obvious question. “How were the doors reopened, Master Librarian?”
“Ah,” he said, looking up critically. “They were reopened by Animus in 1420.”
“Animus?” the wizard with the chopped moustache asked. “Wind Mage, Animus?”
“The very same,” the librarian responded.
“Excellent!” the dean said, relief flooding into his voice. “We will send for him at once and have done with this business.”
“Good luck with that,” Denmyn clucked.
“Pardon me, counselor. What do you mean?”
She adjusted her tiny round spectacles and sent a meaningful look toward Archibald. He took his cue.
“I think what she means is that you may not be able to find him, Dean Chambers. Indeed, no one can. Coincidentally, that is the principal purpose of my visit to the Magisterium.” They were all watching him closely now. “As you know, the Magemother has not been seen for months. Now Animus has resigned his post and disappeared as well. I have been sent here by the king to search for them.” He paused, giving an opportunity for someone to respond, but only blank stares greeted him. “I do not think it is a coincidence,” he continued, “that upon my arrival I find Animus’s apprentice in the middle of everything. He was summoned to appear before King Remy and seems to have deemed it unnecessary to do so. According to accounts of those present, he was quite distraught when his master disappeared, and now this. I would very much like to speak to him.”
“You’ll have to wait your turn,” the master librarian said furiously. “What do you suppose he is doing in there to make such a racket?”
The tall wizard raised a hand. “I believe I can answer that.” He leaned against the door and placed an aging hand upon its hard wood surface. “I believe it is a storm. A great wind rages behind these doors.”
“Graces!” the dean squeaked nervously.
“No doubt that is the cause of the doors locking,” the librarian muttered, preoccupied. He was starting to get some feeling back in his limbs and was trying to move them. “I wonder if they will open for him when he wishes to leave.”
Denmyn spoke again. “Oh, no, I don’t think so,” she said confidently, and they all turned expectantly toward her once more. She turned to Archibald. “I think you will have to open them, Archibald.”
“Me?” he said, surprised.
“Yes, yes. I always thought you would grow up to be a ‘Momentous Man.’ And look,” she said, stepping to him and pinching his elbow as if to illustrate her point, “here you are.”
Archibald chuckled at that, unsure whether to take her seriously. A thought occurred to him then, and he knew what to do. He drew out the little silver bell again.
“It is a summoning bell!” the tall wizard exclaimed, hand leaping up to grab the end of his pointed chin in surprise. “I didn’t think that any still existed. Do you have any idea what that is worth?”
“Quiet,” the old woman snapped. “Let the man work!”
The wizard fell into silence. Archibald rang the bell, ear pressed against the door to listen. The loud gong that rang back made everyone jump where they stood. The librarian swore and fell off the bench he had been propped up on.
“Witch’s britches!” the dean exclaimed, rising from his seat. “What are you doing?”
Archibald just smiled and rang it again. He rang it again and again and again, until Hugo clamped his hands to his ears in protest and the dean stormed down the hall in retreat. He rang the bell for half an hour. By then only Denmyn and the librarian remained, the old woman smiling at his side, the librarian’s face entrenched in a gloomy expression that threatened to last for several years. None of them could have any idea what this meant. She must be on the other side of the doors.
He had found her.



Chapter Eleven
In which a door is opened
The next time Brinley heard the bell, she was ready for it. It rang early in the morning, an hour before the sun would come up, and she was already leaving the house when she realized two important things. The first was that, unlike each previous time, the bell had not rung just once. In fact, it was still ringing, filling the little town with a tumultuous bellowing noise that apparently disturbed nobody else. The second thing she realized was that her father was calling after her. She must have awakened him with her rampage down the stairs moments before. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t spare time to go back now. He would catch up. She didn’t know why, but somehow this time was different. She had to get there as fast as possible. The bell had never rung more than once, certainly not incessantly like this. She felt as if it was calling to her, urging her to come. So she did.
The bell never ceased the entire time she rode to the church. She took the four-wheeler this time, not caring, for once, that she was visible. The bell grew louder and louder the closer she came, and by the time she stood before it, she had to clamp her hands over her ears. She jumped off the four-wheeler without bothering to turn it off. The moon was almost full, so it was easy enough to see where she was going as she ran up the hillside to the doorway of the church.
Something about the way the light faded in the doorway stopped her from going in. It was like awakening from a dream as she came to a halt on the steps of the church. What was she doing? Why had she ignored her father? She had no idea what she might be getting herself into, and she had no idea what she was looking at. She reached her hand out slowly toward the inside of the church. There was something wrong with the way the air looked in the moonlight, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. She had never seen anything quite like it before. She hesitated a moment, then pushed her hand into the space beyond the doorway. Something intangible swept her hand in and off to one side before she drew it back, shaking in surprise. Wind, she realized. It was wind, twisting, writhing like a ghost in a blender.
A second later, the wind seemed to slow down. Then it stopped altogether, and she could see what the wind had been hiding. It was as if she were looking through the wrong end of a telescope. There was a person standing a long way off in the middle of a large room, but she couldn’t make out much detail.
She glanced about her, desperate for something that would tell her what to do, but there was nothing. She was alone. She was here alone on the very steps where she had been found as a baby. The bell had rung again like it had that night. A door had opened, she knew it somehow. What was she to do?
Unbidden, the words that had been haunting her thoughts in the previous days rose again in her ears.
All things have a mother.
That is what she had heard in this very place the same day that the bell started ringing. That voice, those words. From nowhere.
All things have a mother.
She looked around desperately, but she was alone‌—‌except for a magpie. It stood on the broken church wall as it had done before, watching her. She looked back into the doorway. She could very easily back away from the door. She could go back and talk to her father, see if he could make sense of it. She didn’t know what would happen if she walked into the church, but it didn’t seem like a good idea; deep down something told her it wasn’t safe. It would change things, she felt. The problem was, that same something was saying that the answers to all her questions lay beyond the door, and the words from nowhere rang in her ears again:
All things have a mother.
This time when she heard it, she knew deep down that it was true.
She took a step.
Blackness swallowed Brinley completely. She cringed, closing her eyes, but nothing happened. A second later, she looked up to find that she was in a well-lit room. A young man was staring at her. Black hair hung about his head like a shadow, billowing gently. He had the look of someone standing in a breeze, though they were clearly indoors. There were papers in his hands. Papers fell to the ground all around her as if they had just been blown off some high shelf.
“Hello,” the young man said genially, dropping the rest of the papers and walking toward her. “Is someone there?”
“Hello,” she said in return. “My name is Brinley.”
He stopped a few feet from her, folding his hands behind his back and turning his head from one side to the other. “I can’t see you. Who are you? I don’t suppose you are the Magemother?”
“I‌—‌”
“I didn’t think so.” He took a half step closer, his dark eyes narrowing. “Who are you, then? Or what are you? And why are you invisible?” he sniffed the air. “Did you come out of the painting? It sort of…flashed.”
From the other end of the library (for they were obviously in a library of some kind), someone was banging on a set of double doors. A second later, the giant gong rang out again. The sound came from right above them, so loud that the hair on the young man’s head actually bounced a little.
“Did you come because of that summoning bell?” he asked shrewdly. “It has been ringing incessantly since before you arrived.”
“Summoning bell?” she said.
He raised his eyebrows impatiently, staring at a spot somewhere above her head.
“Uh‌—‌I did hear a bell,” she said after a moment. “I’m looking for my mother.” As soon as the words were out she felt silly, but it was the only thing she could think of. This was not turning out the way she had expected. She’d hoped that she might find her mother right inside when she stepped through, or meet someone who knew where she was, but this young man didn’t seem to know anything. She was starting to have second thoughts about stepping through the doorway.
He stared at her blankly. “I see,” he said finally, and his shoulders seemed to sag in disappointment. “Well then, we have some problems.”
“We do?” she asked, bewildered.
“Yes,” he said, setting his shoulders in a determined way and starting to circle around her. “First, I am not your mother. Second, and perhaps most important, you are not the Magemother, which would have simplified things. Third,” he continued, circling around her so that she had to turn on the spot to keep him in sight, “you are invisible.”
“I am not,” Brinley said defiantly. This was starting to get out of hand. She looked down at herself just to make sure. Yep, she could see herself just fine. “Am I really invisible?” she asked.
“You are,” the young man said. “You sound surprised. Are you not usually invisible?”
“Of course not!” This was ridiculous! She had spent so much of her life wishing she could be invisible, and now, when it was most inconvenient, it had happened. She heard her father’s words ringing in her mind again. When you do a thing for too long you become it. If she ever told him about this, she would never
live it down. She thought about that for a moment. How would she get back? She had no idea where she was. She tried not to think about that. She tried to focus on the hope that somehow she would find her mother here, along with the answers to her past.
“I see,” the boy said, circling her again. “Then we have come to our final problem. Namely, neither one of us knows what is going on.”
***
Archibald pressed his ear to the doors once more. He thought he could hear the sound of the storm beginning to diminish on the other side of the door. After a minute, it was completely silent. He turned to Denmyn and raised an eyebrow.
“Well, something’s happened,” she said simply. They waited and waited, but could hear nothing behind the door. Then, without warning, it swung open, leaving them stumbling back in surprise.
A young man stood in the open doorway, looking for all the world like the lord of some manor who had caught a few doorbell-ditching children.
“Who rang?” he said imperiously. “Ah.” He had spotted the bell in Archibald’s hand. Without another word he reached across the threshold and pulled Archibald through, swinging the door closed again behind them. Hugo, who had been standing right beside Archibald, nearly didn’t make it.
“Nooooo‌—‌” the librarian cried as the door swung shut, but his cry was cut off by the sharp thud of wood. The young man’s low chuckle fell eerily over the empty library. He smiled sideways at Archibald. “It’s not locked, you know. I am not so inept as that. They say if you lock this door there’s no telling in what century it might reopen.” He indicated the large lock-bolts on three edges of the door, which remained unmoved. “I have other ways to keep it shut.” He swept his arms behind him and then forward, as if tossing a sheet out over an unmade bed. Archibald shivered as he felt an invisible wind rush past him to settle over the door, pressing it closed.
“I am Cannon,” he said simply, head cocked to one side in a penetrating expression that almost dared Archibald to contradict him. “And you are Archibald, trusted servant of the High King. Am I right?”
Archibald nodded in agreement. “Pleased to meet you.”
Cannon turned to Hugo. “Who are you?”
“Hugo Paradise,” Hugo said, extending his hand.
“The Prince of Caraway,” Cannon said, ignoring the proffered hand. “Of course you are. Who else would you be on a day like this?”
With that, he turned on his heel and hurried away past a stack of shelves, Archibald and Hugo stepping quickly to catch up with him.
“Why did you let us in?” Archibald asked as they wound their way through the rows of shelves.
Cannon drew up short, turning to look at Archibald in an almost interrogatory way. “I brought you in to show you what you have done.”
“Done?” Archibald said, taking his hat off and smoothing his hair a little self-consciously.
Cannon pointed to the bell still in Archibald’s hand, which caused him to tuck it inside his vest pocket protectively. “Yes, what you have done, Archibald. With your summoning bell.”



Chapter Twelve
In which Cannon shows off, jumps to conclusions, and throws dust in people’s faces
Brinley stood alone in the library. The young man had excused himself and told her to wait. She guessed he was going to answer the banging on the doors. Curiously, she examined her surroundings. The space was immense. Vaulted ceilings towered high above her, laced with dark wooden beams that ran from the center of the ceiling down to the top of the walls, where they joined with massive square columns. Bookcases broke up the floor every few feet.
She didn’t know what to think. A moment ago, she had been at the old church in Morley, Colorado. She obviously wasn’t in a church now. She wasn’t even sure she was in Colorado. That bell had been ringing again, the bell from nowhere, and she had gone inside the church. But now she was somewhere else entirely. The doorway that she had stepped through was not a doorway at all, at least not on this side. It was a painting. It stood at least ten feet tall and wider than she could spread her arms.
As if that wasn’t curious enough, it was a painting of Morley Church, so familiar it looked as if she could have painted it herself. And yet, this painting was different from any other that she had seen. It seemed to be alive somehow, colors glinting like real objects in the light of day. The whole thing seemed to be moving, drifting ever so slightly in the frame like clouds inching across the sky. She reached out to touch it, wondering if somehow she would be able to get back through. Her breath caught as her fingertips brushed the surface of the painting. It was warm and wet, like melting butter, and the colors brushed away at her touch, leaving streaks of black in the image.
Her heart beat faster. How would she get back? She found herself humming an old tune in her head, like she always did when she was nervous. It was a song, to be exact‌—‌an old Irish lullaby from “the homeland” as her father said. He had sung it to her as a little child. Now she sang it to herself whenever she wanted to put some space between herself and the world.
When beyond my home you go, there’s several things you ought to know:
That lies will catch you fewer flies than honey and a happy smile
So wash your face, but not the mirror (It’s full of evil things, my dear).
And tie your shoes and break the rules (but only when you know you should).
And when you’ve finished dancing with the princess and her magic man,
Just come back home to father and I’ll put you back to bed.
That was her now, she realized. She had gone beyond home for sure. How would she ever get back to her father?
The young man who had disappeared a moment before reemerged from behind a bookshelf, only now he was followed by an older man and a boy who looked to be around her own age. She felt a twinge of apprehension and she remembered something else her father said:
If you’re afraid, DO something.
She decided to take the initiative. “Hello,” she said, waving in a friendly way. “I’m sorry we didn’t get off on the right foot earlier, Mr….” She was looking directly at the young man, but he didn’t seem to see her.
“You see?” he said to Archibald. “It appears to be a girl of some sort, but she isn’t visible. Can you see her?” Archibald shook his head. “No, I didn’t think so. I wonder…” He disappeared around the corner. They heard the opening and closing of a door, and then he came back into view, carrying what looked like a dustpan. “I was in the middle of my work and she stepped right out of the painting of Ert,” he said, walking back to them. “I wonder if this will work.” He moved in Brinley’s general direction. “Where are you?”
“I’m right h‌—‌” Before Brinley could finish, he flung the contents of the dustpan in her face. She doubled over, coughing and sneezing.
“Oh my!” Archibald exclaimed.
“Sorry,” the young man said weakly.
A layer of dust now covered her whole upper body, allowing the others to see her. But why was she invisible in the first place? Was this some sort of joke? Was she dreaming? Maybe she had slipped and knocked her head when she had stepped through the doorway.
“Ah,” the young man continued, studying her closely. “You are a little girl then.”
“A little girl,” Archibald echoed softly. “But this doesn’t make any sense.”
“Who were you expecting?” the young man asked sharply.
Archibald shrugged. “Not a little girl.”
Brinley couldn’t take it any longer. “Excuse me,” she said, “but I am not a little girl. I’m nearly thirteen, thank you very much.”
“I beg your pardon,” Archibald said, looking startled.
The young man rolled his eyes. “Anyway,” he said, pressing his point, “whomever you were expecting, you have summoned a little girl. What do you propose we do with her?”
Brinley glared at him. He couldn’t be more than a couple years older than she was, and she didn’t appreciate being talked down to by somebody who had just thrown dust in her face.
The older man had better manners. He stepped around his friend and offered her his hand. “I am Archibald,” he said, removing his black bowler hat with his other hand and straightening it smartly at his side. He gave a little bow.
“Don’t touch her…O‌—‌oh well.” The younger man gestured in an exasperated manner. Archibald was ignoring him, so Brinley decided to do the same. “I’m Brinley,” she said.
“Indeed!” the young man chided skeptically. He took a step closer, eyes narrowed with interest.
Archibald gestured to him. “This is Can‌—‌”
“Stop!” the young man bellowed. “Shake her hand if you like, tell her your name if you like, but leave me out of it.” The younger man looked practically alarmed. “People do not walk through paintings, Archibald, no matter how magical they may be. Mages may fly, and perhaps walk through portals, but I have never heard of there being a portal in the Hall of Records, nor did I see one open.” He spoke fast and low, and Brinley had to strain to hear him. “It is possible‌—‌in fact, probable‌—‌that she is not a person at all, but rather something else.” His face became a mask of suspicion.
“Something else?” Archibald repeated.
“Yes,” he went on, a touch of darkness in his voice. “At first I thought she might be a Specter, since she appeared to emerge from the painting‌—‌she looked like a ghost then, before going completely invisible‌—‌but then of course, you shook her hand. You did feel her hand? Touching you?” He turned suddenly to Archibald as if half expecting him to declare that he had touched a ghost and neglected to mention it.
“Of course I did. Look at her! She’s just a girl!”
“Archibald!” the young man said reprovingly. “There are things that appear as children which in reality are far from innocent.”
Archibald surveyed Brinley doubtfully. “But why would you suspect her?”
“Because,” he said darkly, “my master followed an idris into the night three weeks ago, and has not been heard from since.”
Archibald paled a little and took a step back. “An idris?” he said slowly.
“Yes,” the young man replied. “An idris‌—‌a devil child, as they are often called.”
“Excuse me, Mr.
Can,” Brinley interrupted dryly, “but I have no idea what you are talking about. Where am I?”
The young man gave Archibald a dark look.
Archibald, on the other hand, looked slightly relieved, as if hearing her voice somehow calmed whatever misgivings had taken hold of him. “You are in the Hall of Records at the Magisterium in Tarwal.”
None of those places sounded familiar. She thought she might have heard the word “Magisterium” before, but she couldn’t recall what it meant. “In Tarwal?” she asked.
“Yes,” Archibald replied, nodding. “Tarwal is the southern city in Caraway. Surely you know Caraway? The kingdom of Caraway?”
Did he say kingdom? She shook her head, and a rain of dust particles drifted down off her head.
Archibald continued. “You do not know where you are?”
She shook her head again, and Archibald asked her, “Where did you come from?”
“Colorado,” she said simply. She thought about adding that that was in the United States, but decided against it; she did not want to sound insulting stating something so obvious.
Archibald looked from her to Mr. Can and back again. “And what kingdom is that in?” he asked.
“Uh,” she wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but clearly she had to be a little more forward with this man. “The United States of America?” She turned and pointed to North America on the painting.
The two men stared at her in amazement. Archibald pointed to the painting as well. “This is where you came from? From Ert?”
“Earth,” she corrected.
“Oh my,” Archibald mumbled. “Oh my.” He started pacing back and forth in a small line.
Mr. Can had gotten a better hold of himself. “How did you get here?” he asked.
Brinley explained how she had heard the bell and come through the church door. They asked her so many questions that in the end she had to tell them the entire story from the first time she heard the bell to the moment she stepped through the long dark tunnel. Halfway through, Archibald realized that they were all still standing around and insisted that they sit down in order to talk more comfortably. The more she spoke, the more Mr. Can scowled. Finally, when she had finished her story, Archibald turned to him.
“You still do not believe her?” he asked confrontationally.
“On the contrary,” the younger man responded, brushing a lock of dark hair from his eyes and leaning forward thoughtfully. “I do believe her story‌—‌or at least I begin to. That is what worries me.”
Archibald looked like he was about to ask a question, but then thought better of it, nodding to himself. He took his hat off and set it upside down on the table absently.
“I don’t understand,” Brinley said. “Why don’t you believe me?”
Cannon’s eyes narrowed slightly. As Brinley watched, his hair began to billow again, as if in an invisible wind. “Do you know what an idris is?” he asked her.
The wind seemed to be growing outward from him. Soon there was a visible funnel cloud spiraling around him, gathering up dust. It expanded quickly. When the edge of it passed through her it felt like she had stepped in front of a large fan.
“No,” she said hastily. “I don’t know.” Whatever was going on, things were taking a turn for the worse, she was sure of it. The whirlwind was building momentum now, picking up paper and other small objects. She felt like it should be a loud thing, but it was remarkably quiet, like the sound of distant whispers. “Are you doing this?” she asked, indicating the wind.
“Yes,” he said, his eyes hard.
“Is it magic?”
He cocked his head a little at her question. “Have you never seen magic before?”
“No. They don’t have it where I’m from.”
Archibald spoke up suddenly. “No magic?” he asked.
“No,” she said, not taking her eyes off the younger man.
“This is magic,” he said firmly, raising his hands to the level of his shoulders. The wind instantly doubled in velocity, picking up several books and a lamp. The table began to rattle. Brinley’s heart pounded faster. This was too much. This couldn’t be happening.
“It is not the kind of magic that they teach at this school, though,” he went on. “It is real magic, old magic, given to me by the Wind Mage.” He stared at her for a long moment and then lowered his hands. The whirlwind subsided to its normal size, and he continued in a level voice, “An idris is a giant,” he explained. “There were only two of them left in the world before their race was banished to the Wizard’s Ire. According to legend, the idris hunts in the daytime, taking the form of a child to lure unsuspecting victims back to its lair. They are said to be cunning, capable of fooling even the very wise.” He paused. “My master was led away by such a monster.”
As the young man spoke, he drew a thin wooden box from the inside of his robe and laid it on the table. He slid the lid off slowly, measuring his movements by the tempo of his words. Then he withdrew two small vials of liquid. The first was a deep crimson red, the color of blood. Just looking at it made Brinley feel uneasy. The second one looked friendlier; it was bright yellow and reminded her vaguely of lemonade.
“You must drink this,” he said gravely, pushing the red vial toward her.
She glanced at Archibald, but he was staring into his hat, determined, it seemed, not to meet her eye. She looked at the boy beside Archibald, who had yet to say a word.
“Come on now,” Mr. Can said, passing the vial to her.
“What does it do?” she asked warily.
He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “It will test you.”
She took it. “Why?”
“Because,” he said quietly, “I now believe that you are one of two things. Your story is so unbelievable that it must be either entirely true, or entirely false. If, on the one hand, you are simply a girl as you say, then you were summoned here by powers that I do not understand. The thing that brought you here is a power designed to summon the Magemother. It follows that you must be a person of incredible importance. As such, you need my help, and I need yours.” His voice grew deathly quiet. “If, on the other hand, you are an idris, come for me like you came for my master, then this is exactly how I would expect you to appear‌—‌with a story that I could not resist.”
He stared at her calmly for a moment. “If you are what you say you are, you’ll be fine. But if you don’t drink, I’ll have to assume you are an idris. I’ll have to kill you.”
Brinley felt a cold chill run down her spine. The calm certainty with which he spoke unsettled her. She took the vial and drank. It tasted like…nothing. It tasted like liquid air, maybe, or dry water.
Nothing happened.
She looked at Archibald, who was darting glances back and forth between her and Mr. Can. “Well?” he asked. The young man said nothing, but he handed her the other vial.
“Drink this now,” he said, and smiled at her for the first time. She took it. It smelled faintly of sunflowers.
Suddenly she was distracted by an odd tingling sensation in her fingers. Her heart began to beat faster. The warmth fled from her arms and legs as if she’d jumped into freezing water. By contrast, her head felt like it was burning up; beads of sweat were forming on her brow. Her mind rushed, lashing out wildly in panic. The vial tipped in her hand as she slid to one side.
The young man crossed to her in an instant, catching the vial before she could spill it. He lifted it to her lips and tipped the contents into her mouth. It was hot‌—‌not in the way that soup or tea is hot, but it filled her with warmth. The taste had an immediate calming effect upon her mind, causing the strange thoughts to vanish.
“How do you feel?” Mr. Can asked.
“Okay,” she said uncertainly. She felt nauseous.
“Good,” he said, straightening up and smiling at her again. He held out his hand. “I am Cannon.”
Brinley held out her hand and tried to smile, but ended up grimacing at another wave of nausea. “Nice to meet you,” she said faintly. Then she leaned forward and threw up in Archibald’s hat.



Chapter Thirteen
In which Brinley pretends to be a boy
An hour later, she felt much better. She had pestered the two men with questions for a few minutes and obtained some answers. She was in the country of Caraway, which was in the realm of Aberdeen, where a man named Remy was king. Hugo was his son, and Archibald was one of his advisors. Cannon explained little about himself.
They knew little of Earth, including how to pronounce it. To them it was nothing more than a distant legend‌—‌an old story. They did not know who her mother was. On this point, Brinley had the feeling that both men had something more to say, and it was apparent that they had an ample amount of questions for each other, but it was determined that they could keep the good men of the Magisterium waiting no longer. The banging on the doors had resumed.
“Very well,” Cannon said when Archibald mentioned this. “I could use something to eat.” In that spirit, they determined they would continue their discussion over dinner. When they attempted to exit the hall, Cannon instructed her to brush the dust off her as best she could. “Better if we don’t have to explain you to everyone at once,” he said.
As soon as they made it outside, Archibald and Cannon were pelted with questions. Three old men were waiting for them, and others began to arrive as soon as word spread that the doors had opened. Soon the men were surrounded by a throng of people.
“Why don’t you come with me, dear,” a woman’s voice said. Brinley turned to see an older woman talking to the boy named Hugo.
“Don’t worry, my lord,” she continued. “I’ll have you back to Archibald soon enough, but they will be explaining themselves for a long time, and I’d rather not stand around just to listen to them lie.” She smiled in a friendly way, and there was no note of judgment in her voice. “I’ve heard that you have a certain fondness for the Magisterium.”
“Uh, yeah…” he responded slowly. “How did you hear that?”
“Your father told me, in a recent letter requesting a new tutor for you from the university. He seemed to think that bringing the university to you might be just the thing to further your education. At any rate,” she continued, “I’m on my way to see something rather interesting just now, and I thought you might like to come along. I’m sure Archibald won’t mind.”
“Well, sure, I guess,” he looked around then, and Brinley wondered if he was trying to find her.
She tried to catch sight of Archibald or Cannon through the group of people, hesitant to accompany the boy away from the only other people she knew at all, but the woman was already leading him out of the doorway. She decided to follow.
“My name’s Denmyn,” the woman said as they walked. She wore a pale blue silk gown, gray hair tied behind her head with a delicately patterned scarf. “I am the school counselor,” she continued, “which means that I am a wizard, but not a powerful one, and that I am a master, but not an important one. Mostly people come to me for advice, and I have to admit, that is probably due more to my looking like a kind old granny than to any wisdom my advice might contain.”
Hugo smiled. So he was getting a tour of the Magisterium from the official school grandmother. This was awesome.
“I am on a way to pay a visit to Tabitha‌—‌our bird keeper.”
Hugo felt a jolt as he remembered the strange girl who had visited him in the middle of the night. Apparently she really did live at the Magisterium.
They took a right turn through a small iron door that led out onto a causeway. It jutted out from the rest of the structure, hanging over the ocean below them.
“Oh!” Brinley exclaimed. She had never seen the ocean before.
“What’s that?” Denmyn asked.
“Uh‌—‌” Hugo looked around. “I, er‌—‌didn’t realize we were so near the coast.”
“Yes,” Denmyn said. “The Magisterium was built on the very edge of civilization. The first king of Aberdeen wanted it as far away from him as he could manage. In those days people barely tolerated magic.”
Brinley glanced over the edge of the causeway as a large wave crashed against the wall of the Magisterium far below them. She wondered what it would be like to grow up in a world where magic was real. She thought of the way that Cannon had made the wind circle around him. He had been surrounded by people after that. Had he gotten in trouble for using magic? She wished she could ask her questions.
An idea struck her then. She lowered her voice, trying to make it sound more like Hugo’s, and asked, “Why are Cannon and Archibald in trouble?”
A gust of wind blew a few of her words away before Denmyn answered.
“Speak up please, Prince Hugo,” Denmyn said. “I know you have a stronger voice than that.”
Hugo glared at the place where her voice came from as she repeated her question.
“Archibald isn’t in trouble,” Denmyn explained in response. “He’s the king’s right-hand man, you know, and beyond the laws of this place, as you are.” She swept a hand up, indicating the towers of the Magisterium above them. “Cannon, on the other hand…well, he confiscated one of the most ancient wings of the Magisterium, didn’t he? The masters have been trying to get in all day without success.” She smiled. “That bruised their pride quite deeply, I think. No doubt that was the greater crime.”
“But why did he do it?” Hugo asked before Brinley could. He didn’t want her to keep making him sound girly. “Isn’t he a student here?”
“Oh, no,” Denmyn said seriously. “Cannon is far too wild to go to school.” She smiled faintly. “I don’t think we could contain him. He is the apprentice of the Wind Mage‌—‌a true mage.”
“A true mage?” Brinley asked, her voice ridiculously low now.
Denmyn actually stopped to look at Hugo. “Coming down with something, my lord? Your voice keeps cracking‌—‌though I suppose that happens at your age. Anyway, I thought your education was better than this. Perhaps I should come and tutor you myself.”
Hugo looked furious. Brinley couldn’t help feeling a little bad. On the other hand, it was nice to be getting answers.
“Sorry,” she whispered to Hugo, but he waved her off.
“There are seven true mages,” Denmyn was saying. “In our world there is enough magic running through the blood of the people that almost anyone can become a decent wizard with training, but the true mages are called by the Magemother herself‌—‌here we are.” They’d reached the end of the walkway and Denmyn pulled open a wooden door set into the face of a curving tower wall. “Up we go,” she said, stepping onto a steep stone stair.
“Who is the Magemo‌—‌” Brinley began, but Hugo elbowed her angrily. “I’ll tell you later,” he hissed at her through clenched teeth.
They took the steps slowly, keeping pace behind the old woman. The stairway seemed to go on forever.
“Who are we going to see again?” Brinley asked, and Hugo added hastily, “Tabitha?” He didn’t want Denmyn to think that he hadn’t been listening.
“Yes,” the counselor replied. “Tabitha is our bird keeper. It’s a very important position here at the university.”
“Why?” blurted Brinley.
“Why?” Denmyn said incredulously (Hugo actually slapped his palm to his face in embarrassment). “Because of the news, of course! Birds see everything, hear everything, go everywhere. How else could we know what’s going on in the world? Don’t you use birds at the castle?”
Brinley thought of how the news got around in Colorado. They had never had a TV in their home (her father always said they were a waste of time), but she had watched the news at other people’s houses. She thought of newspapers and reporters and e-mail and spy satellites.
“Yes, of course,” Hugo said quickly. “I was just checking.”
They walked in silence for a while. The stairs were long and steep and it seemed like Denmyn was breathing too hard to answer many more questions. After a few minutes Brinley took up her Hugo voice again. “How high does it go?”
Her question was answered by the last turning of the stairs, which revealed a small circular room with a high roof. It had windows so large that the whole room seemed to be open to the sky outside.
“Ugh!” Brinley clamped both hands over her nose at the smell that suddenly overwhelmed her.
Hugo rolled his eyes.
“I mean, wow, that’s…really something,” she said, noticing that Denmyn, who had collapsed into a chair to rest, seemed not to mind the smell either.
“Yes,” Denmyn said, wrinkling her nose finally. “It is, isn’t it? I suppose I come up here too much to notice it.”
Brinley looked down at her feet and found the source of the smell. Two large beams had been placed crosswise in the center of the tower floor, and apparently served as a walkway. The beam seemed to be kept fairly clean, but the tower floor itself was covered with feathers, droppings, and an impressive assortment of other unsavory things that had no doubt fallen from above. The ceiling of the tower looked to Brinley like the bottom of a giant nest.
“Up we go,” Denmyn said, heaving herself out of the chair and walking across the beam to an old wooden ladder that leaned against the wall. Brinley followed her, sliding in behind Hugo. She could hear the birds now. By the sound of it, there were more birds above her than she had ever seen in one place. She climbed the ladder, rising through a small circular opening in the bottom of the nest. It was so small she doubted a grown man could fit through. When she got to the top, she dismounted the ladder and ducked as a pair of birds flew past. They were everywhere. Some flitted from nest to nest while others were flying in from the open air to feed at an immense trough of bird seed cut into the stone.
Brinley stepped away from the ladder, moving to stand beside Hugo, who was also staring around in amazement. Nests of all sizes covered the floor and filled the rafters to the top of the pointed roof. Elegant marble birdbaths were set into stone pillars where the beams met the edge of the tower wall. Brinley thought briefly about how long it would take to haul water all the way up the tower to fill those. Then she caught sight of Tabitha and forgot everything else.
The girl was hanging upside down in the rafters, talking to the birds. She wore dark blue overalls and shiny black boots that came up almost to her knees. Her eyes were oddly large, and she held them open as far as she could, as if she were trying to take in as much as possible. She was hanging from her knees, like Brinley herself had done at the park as a child, and talking animatedly to a group of solid turquoise house finches that were flying around her head. At least, they appeared to be house finches; except house finches were not usually solid turquoise. Birds here might be entirely different than those from home, she realized, startled.
“Tabitha,” Denmyn called gently over the noise of the birds. Tabitha looked down at them, and then reached up to grab the beam with her hands. Untangling her legs, she swung down and dropped nimbly onto the beam below her. She had curly brown hair that fell to her shoulders. A few small feathers and twigs rested in it casually, as if they belonged.
“Hi, Denmyn,” she said. “What are you doing here so early? Ooooh, who’s that with you?” She bobbed up and down a little when she talked, and was now craning her neck around Denmyn in order to get a better look. “Hi, Hugo. I’m glad you came to visit me. Why don’t you bring friends up more often, Denmyn?” she asked, stepping back and glancing up at the old lady with a hurt expression.
“You two know each other?” Denmyn said in surprise.
Tabitha blushed, and Hugo tried to think of the best way to explain how they had met. Before he could start, Tabitha was waving the question away. “Come look!” she said, dancing over to a birdbath. “Flitlitter came to visit today. You won’t believe what he has to say!”
They followed her over and a dozen or so birds backed away from the edge of the stone basin to make room. Tabitha was holding a magpie in her hands. Brinley was surprised to see that it wore a small bandage around its breast.
“Flitlitter has been hurt,” Tabitha informed them. “I think it may have been a hawk.”
“Will he be okay?” Denmyn asked.
“Oh, he’ll be fine.” Tabitha said dismissively, “but he’s lucky I was here when he arrived or he would have been in real trouble.”
Brinley turned away to hide a smile and then remembered that nobody could see it anyway. She could see why the school counselor made it a habit to keep tabs on this girl.
“How are the starlings doing?” Denmyn asked conversationally.
“They’re on the mend,” Tabitha said, shrugging.
“Last month, Tabitha rescued a whole family of starlings,” Denmyn explained to Hugo. “They were nearly crushed by a falling tree not far from here. I do believe they would have died without her ministrations. Now they are almost flying again.”
Tabitha blushed.
“Where are they?” Denmyn asked. “I would like to look in on them.”
Tabitha pointed, and Denmyn made her way across the menagerie, leaving the children alone.
“I really am glad you came,” Tabitha said to no one in particular. She was looking at the bird.
“Yeah,” Hugo said awkwardly. “Me too. This is a nice uh‌—‌tower you have here.”
“Thanks,” she said, and her abnormally wide eyes swiveled to rest on Brinley. “What’s your name?”
Brinley gave a small start. “I’m Brinley,” she said without thinking.
“Hi, Brinley,” Tabitha said.
“You can see me?”
Hugo’s mouth fell open stupidly. “You can see her?” he echoed indignantly.
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha said, facing Brinley. She stood closer than most people do when you talk to them. “I hope that’s okay,” she said. “I can tell you don’t want to be seen‌—‌like a startlewish, or a plover‌—‌but even the shy birds come to me these days‌—‌like you.”
Brinley didn’t know what to say, and before she had time to think of something, Tabitha was changing the subject. She was holding up her arm so that the bird was as far away from her as possible. She raised her other hand to her mouth, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Can I tell you a secret?”
Brinley tried not to smile. This was obviously a serious matter to Tabitha. “Yes,” she whispered back.
Tabitha checked to make sure that Denmyn was still browsing among the other birds, then looked back at her sideways, lifting the magpie even farther away as if to keep it from overhearing. “Flitlitter isn’t really a boy!” she said so quietly that Brinley almost didn’t hear. “He’s just pretending.”
Brinley bit her lip, trying to hide a smile again, but ended up laughing instead. She watched Tabitha, worried she might be offended. Tabitha just stared at her wide-eyed for a moment. Then, to Brinley’s relief, she smiled. “Yes,” she said kindly. “I think it’s silly too, but I humor him.” She set Flitlitter back down on the edge of the basin and leaned on one leg, staring intently at a point somewhere halfway between her and the birdbath.
Brinley waited for her to say something else, but she didn’t move. She didn’t even blink. Brinley suppressed the urge to wave her hand in front of Tabitha’s face. Hugo looked inquiringly at Denmyn as the old lady approached them again. She put a hand on Tabitha’s shoulder.
“Tabitha?”
Tabitha jumped. “What? Ooooh, sorry, did you say something?”
Denmyn patted the young girl gently on the shoulder and smiled. “You were going to tell us what Flitlitter said, I think. You said we wouldn’t believe it, but I do hope you will give us a try.”
“Oh…yes.” Tabitha turned back mater-of-factly to the bird and picked it up again, walking back to the center of the room.
“Flitlitter says that there is someone hurt down by the Lake of Eyes,” she said.
“I see,” Denmyn said patiently, reaching out to take Flitlitter. Tabitha handed him over, and Denmyn looked at him carefully. After a moment she looked up at Tabitha. “Did he say who?”
“Yes,” Tabitha said, “but I can’t understand him. I think I just don’t know the word he is using.” As soon as she said it, the bird turned in Denmyn’s hands. It opened its beak and started singing in a throaty voice. Tabitha shook her head stubbornly, looking at the bird. “I told you before, Flitlitter. There are no such things.” She turned to Denmyn, “He is saying it is a ‘lion bird,’ but there are no such things, are there?”
Denmyn looked startled. “A lion bird?” she asked. “Does he mean a Laurel?”
Flitlitter let out a series of vehement squawks, and Tabitha’s eyes widened. “Oh my, yes, that’s what he means.” Tabitha shook her finger, scolding the bird, “Don’t you talk to me that way! How was I to know what a Laurel was? What’s a Laurel?” she added in a brighter tone, turning to Denmyn.
“A winged lion,” Denmyn answered. She was already across the room, depositing Flitlitter back into the birdbath. Tabitha moved after her, apparently dissatisfied with the answer. “They are an ancient species,” Denmyn continued. “There is only one Laurel left in this world. Come with me,” she said, taking Tabitha’s hand and hurrying them toward the ladder.
“But the birds!” Tabitha protested. “I haven’t got all their news yet!”
“This is all the news we can handle today,” Denmyn said shortly, huffing a little as she descended at a quick pace. “If I am not mistaken, Flitlitter has found the Magemother’s herald.”



Chapter Fourteen
In which there is a mighty roar
Have you met this healer before, Tabitha?” Hugo asked, trying to peer inside the smoked glass window of the door. Brinley and Hugo were waiting with Tabitha outside an office on the ground floor. Denmyn had given them instructions to wait for her there while she left to fetch Archibald and Cannon. According to Denmyn, Lumps the healer would be an important part of their rescue mission.
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha replied cheerfully. “Lots of times. Master Lumps is one of my teachers.” She sighed and began to pick feathers out of her hair. Soon she had a handful, and was looking around for a place to put them. Brinley held out her hands like a cup. Tabitha smiled at her, deposited the feathers, and went back to picking through her hair.
“He helps me with the birds sometimes, if I don’t know enough, but that isn’t very often anymore. He’s taught me lots and lots about healing birds…” Tabitha got lost in some thought. Her fingers slowly stilled in her hair and her eyes glazed over again, staring at some point in the empty space ahead of her.
“Tabitha,” Brinley said loudly, startling the girl out of her strange reverie.
“Oooh‌—‌what? Sorry.” She looked at Brinley, hands working in her hair again, patiently waiting for whatever she had missed to be repeated. Brinley looked at Hugo, who was watching Tabitha with a half-smile. Evidently, these moments of fading in and out were a normal occurrence for the girl.
Hugo indicated the door. “Maybe we should knock, you know? I mean, Denmyn’s been gone for a while and I bet she’ll be back soon. Maybe we should try and get this Master Lumps ready?”
“Okay,” Tabitha said, scooping her little pile of feathers out of Brinley’s hands and standing up. Hugo turned and was about to knock, but Tabitha brushed past him and walked right in. “Maaaaster Lumpppssiieee,” she called in a singsong voice. “Iiiiitt’s mmeee!”
Brinley could see why she was shouting. The room was immense, all bookcases and tables and charts and pictures of muscles and bones. “Master Lumps is out of his office right now,” Tabitha said as if she were his secretary. “We’ll just have to wait for him.” She brushed aside some scrolls and a colored skull and sat down in a cushy armchair, her feet hovering a few inches off the floor. “Oh look,” she said, pointing across the room to Lumps’s desk. “He’s left his satchel. That’s odd, isn’t it?”
“Is it?” Brinley asked, looking around for a place to sit. Hugo had given up and leaned against the door instead.
“Oh, yes.” She mimicked her teacher in a deep voice, “‘A healer always has his bag.’ Look! I’ve got mine right here, just like he says.” She raised a little black leather pouch from under her shirt.
Brinley smiled. “Interesting.”
They waited in silence. After several minutes, Brinley started to fidget with uneasiness. Casting around for something to do, she caught sight of a piece of paper sitting on a low table near her. She leaned over, took a pencil out of her hair and began to draw. She drew a handful of objects sitting in view‌—‌a paperweight, an apple core. Then she began to draw Tabitha’s bird tower.
Several minutes later Hugo startled her. “Are you doing that, Brinley?”
She dropped her pencil in surprise. He was standing right beside her. “Oh, yes,” she whispered. She hadn’t thought of how odd it must look to him. No doubt he saw a picture appearing on the page out of nowhere.
“You’re really good,” he said kindly, taking a step back. He jabbed a finger in Tabitha’s direction. “I think she’s out of it again.”
Brinley followed his gaze. Sure enough, Tabitha had glazed over. Brinley wondered what went through her head when that happened. “Should we wake her up?”
Hugo shrugged.
Brinley wondered how much time had passed. She glanced around for a clock, then realized that she hadn’t seen one anywhere since entering this world. “I hope Denmyn hurries back,” she said. “I don’t know what a Laurel is, but I don’t like the idea of it waiting for us out there, hurt.”
“Oh,” Tabitha said, coming around. “Ohh, no. I forgot! You’re right. That’s terrible! We have to go save him.” With that she stood up, strode across the room, and took the black satchel off Lumps’s desk. She hastened out of the room without another word, and Brinley was forced to run after her.
“Hey, wait!” Hugo said, leaning out of Lumps’s office and shouting after them.
But it was no use. Tabitha had already disappeared around the corner of the hall.
“Brinley?” he said to the empty corridor. “Are you still here?”
Nothing.
“Oy,” he said, and closed the office door before following them.
But by the time he got out to the main hall, they were gone.
***
“Tabitha, wait! I didn’t mean‌—‌I don’t like waiting any more than you do, but don’t you think we should? I mean, we can’t just go off on our own!” Brinley followed Tabitha through a door at the end of the main hall. It led down a flight of stone steps into darkness.
“Don’t worry,” Tabitha’s voice echoed up from below. “You’ll be fine. You’re with me.” Her voice was farther away now, and Brinley hurried after her. She didn’t like the thought of Denmyn bringing the others back only to find them missing. Then she looked around and saw there was no sign of Hugo. At least he would be able to tell the others where they had gone. That is, assuming he understood what Tabitha was talking about.
Brinley was relieved to find that the stairs were not long. Nor did they lead into a dungeon. Rather, they ended at a door that led outside to a large lawn.
“This way,” Tabitha said, taking Brinley’s hand. They went around the castle and started toward the forest. Halfway there, they saw a young page leading a dapple gray pony. “Oooh, good!” Tabitha said enthusiastically when she noticed them coming, and hurried off to intersect.
“Thank you, Tobias,” she said cheerfully, taking the reins out of his hands as soon as she reached him. “It will be much faster with a pony.” She mounted and motioned for Brinley to join her, ignoring the boy’s protests.
“Wait, girl! That pony belongs to the king’s man! You can’t just take him for a joy ride, he’s going to the stables. Besides,” he added, reaching out to grab the reins, “he’s tired.”
“No, he isn’t,” Tabitha said stubbornly, turning so that the reins spun out of his reach. Brinley swung her leg over the back of the saddle, glad that her father had taught her how to ride last summer. They trotted away at a quick pace, Tobias’s pleas going unnoticed behind them.
“Sometimes you have to push people around a bit when they get silly,” Tabitha said sagely.
They were almost into the trees now, and Brinley was relieved to see a path ahead. She guessed that they had less than an hour before sunset and she didn’t fancy getting lost in the middle of a forest in the dark with nothing but a pony and an eccentric girl. “How far is it to the lake you mentioned?” she asked.
“Not far,” Tabitha replied. “I walk there for picnics sometimes. There are a lot of birds. They like the water.”
As if on cue, a bird swept up from behind them and landed on the saddle in front of Tabitha. “Flitlitter!” Tabitha exclaimed. “What are you doing here? You are supposed to be resting. Go back right now. Are you listening to me?” The bird made a honking sort of noise, ruffling its jet black feathers.
“Oooh,” Tabitha growled in irritation. “Okay, you can come, but hold still a second!” The bandage around Flitlitter’s breast had slid out of place. He allowed her to reposition it.
Then, to Brinley’s surprise, the bird hopped from Tabitha’s shoulder to her own, nibbling her hair delicately.
“Oh, look,” Tabitha said brightly, “Flitlitter can see you too. Don’t eat her,” she said sternly, flicking the magpie as it nibbled Brinley’s hair again. “She’s my new friend.”
Brinley blushed once again. She wasn’t used to having friends.
As they trotted through the forest, Brinley began to inspect their pony a little more closely. He looked like a hardy animal, and seemed to take it in stride that he was now carrying two girls instead of his usual rider. “I wonder what his name is,” she said, patting his thigh.
“Pilfer,” Tabitha offered.
“Do you speak to horses now, too?” Brinley asked, surprised.
“Says it on the saddle.” Tabitha pointed to the place without looking, and Brinley made a mental note not to underestimate her again. She might have some odd things going on in her head, but she certainly wasn’t less intelligent for it.
Brinley didn’t know what Tabitha meant by not far, but after a half an hour the sun was almost set, and in the forest that meant that it was quite dark already. “Tabitha,” she said carefully. “I thought you said it wasn’t far.”
“Well,” Tabitha said in a reasonable tone, “it takes longer in the dark.”
“No, I don’t think it does, Tabitha,” Brinley said, trying not to sound mean. She wouldn’t blame Tabitha for getting lost, but she wanted to know it if they were. How had she gotten herself into this situation? “Didn’t you say you walk there for lunch sometimes?” she asked.
“Well, yes,” Tabitha agreed, “but lunch takes all day sometimes…don’t worry, I don’t think it’s much farther.”
Thankfully, she was right. After another couple minutes, the path opened up to a clearing, which led into a small, grassy canyon. The sun was down now, but the moon was full, and they could see it shining off a lake less than a mile away. They quickened their pace a little, and within a few minutes they were at the near edge, moving along it toward an outcropping of hills at the edge of a forest.
“Do you see anything?” Brinley asked, craning around the other girl in an effort to see to the other side of the lake. It was difficult to see that far in the moonlight, and part of the lake seemed to turn back into the hills.
“No, but there must be something.”
“What do you mean?”
“Listen,” she said simply, and Brinley felt a little chill run down her spine as she realized how quiet it was. She felt glad again that she was invisible. Whatever was out there wouldn’t be able to see her. A second later she chided herself for the thought. What kind of friend would she be if she hid when things got dangerous?
“Let’s talk about something,” Tabitha said quietly. “So we’re too busy to be scared.”
“Um, okay,” Brinley said, searching for something to talk about. “How about birds? You can tell me about birds.”
Tabitha smiled. “Tomorrow the thresters come to sing, especially here at the lake. There will be ducks on the water.”
“Ducks,” Brinley whispered. “We have those where I’m from.”
“Of course you do,” Tabitha said soothingly. “Everyone should have ducks.”
A strange noise interrupted them. Pilfer snorted and dipped his head, stepping back.
It sounded like a sheet of metal being torn apart. Brinley looked around wildly for the source of the noise. They heard it again, and this time there was no mistaking it: only a monster of enormous size could make a sound like that.
“It doesn’t sound angry, whatever it is,” Tabitha noted. “Hurt maybe, or just curious.”
A mighty roar shook the trees, the grass, their very bones. The hair on the back of Brinley’s neck stood up and she wanted to run, but nothing attacked them. It was hard to tell how far away the beast was.
“It might be a little bit angry,” Tabitha conceded. “Or maybe it just wants us to know that it can kill us.”
“Charming.”
Pilfer had reared up at the roar, and Brinley had to throw her arms around Tabitha to keep from falling off. The pony was turning on the spot now, trying to retreat the way they had come. Tabitha pulled hard on the reins.
“Easy, Pilfer. Don’t worry, boy, that’s who we came to help. It’s not going to eat you…I don’t think.” Pilfer calmed down, but he wouldn’t go any closer, so they had to dismount and proceed on foot.
Flitlitter fluttered from the saddle, landing on Tabitha’s shoulder. Brinley wished she could get herself to calm down. The sound came again, a deep oscillating rasp that made her teeth rattle. Tabitha walked ahead at a steady pace and Brinley followed, wishing she knew what they were going to find in the dark.
They headed up a little hill that jutted out toward the edge of the water and saw that on the other side there was a bowl-shaped valley. The valley was dark; trees shaded it from the moonlight.
From the base of those trees, somewhere in the darkness, the sound came again. This time it sounded like a series of loud coughs, and this time the noise didn’t stop.
Brinley followed Tabitha closer and closer, until eventually they could make out a shape against the grass at the base of the trees. Tabitha came to a halt, lacing her fingers in front of her waist and standing on her tiptoes. “Hello?” she called, craning her neck toward the shape in the grass. The noise stopped, and everything went silent. Brinley could hear her heart beating. It seemed loud against the silence of the night.
Flitlitter chirped once, and the silence swallowed the little sound.
“Hello?” Tabitha called again, more quietly.
“Hello.”
The voice that came back was deep. It sounded closer than Brinley was expecting. She stepped forward a little. “We’re here to help you,” she said. “We’re friends.”
“May we come closer?” Tabitha asked.
The shape in the shadows moved. It was only a dozen yards away now, and Brinley could tell that it was huge. It moved to the edge of the trees and stepped into the moonlight. At first they thought it was a lion, but it was too large, and it had wings, beautiful golden-brown wings that swept back against its sides. Its eyes were the color of green grass, its voice deep and vibrant, like a song spun out of the night, spilling over their ears like moon-shadows on the lake.
“I am Peridot,” it said. “Who are you?”



Chapter Fifteen
In which there is a flying carpet
It took Hugo a few minutes to figure out which door the girls had taken. By the time he did, they were too far away to hear him shouting. When he saw Tabitha intercept a stable boy leading Pilfer, he ran after them, but they disappeared into the forest before he got there.
“Where were they headed?” he asked the stable boy.
“How should I know?” the boy returned.
“Well, then, how do I get to the Lake of Eyes?”
The boy sighed in resignation. “There’s a path through the trees here. Take it right to the fork, then left. That will take you to the lake.”
“Thanks,” Hugo said, dashing off.
“Hey! It’ll be dark soon!” he heard the boy calling, but Hugo ignored him. His plan was to find the girls and get back before that.
Soon he had found the path and was making good time. As the king’s son, he had studied with the best hunters and trackers in the land, and with a quick look around he knew he was going in the right direction. When the sun had finished going down and he was walking by moonlight, he realized that he wasn’t going to catch up with them. He sighed and rubbed his arms as the forest started to cool, thinking that he should have just waited for the teachers to return. He couldn’t go back now though; Archibald would not be pleased, and he would look foolish returning empty-handed. Besides, he didn’t like the idea of the girls walking through the forest alone at night.
He found himself thinking about the dangerous things that might lurk in a forest at night. Everything around him took on a more sinister hue. He started to see the shadows of trees more than the trees themselves. Small animal noises sounded bigger because he could not tell where they were coming from in the moonlight. He forced himself to keep walking. He was probably just imagining things. There was nothing out there.
Then there was something out there. He was sure of it. A great, silent something in the tree above him. It sat on a low branch, silent and menacing, like a stone about to fall on him. But stones don’t sit in trees, he thought. What was it?
Then it moved. A great head spun around backward and golden eyes stared at him from a ghostly, heart-shaped face.
Hugo froze. He wanted to scream, to cry out, to run, but he couldn’t. Great wings spread out and flapped once. He felt a silent flush of air against his face and clamped his eyes shut, not wanting to see.
Nothing happened. No talons tore into him, no sharp beak split him open. He opened his eyes a second later and the beast was gone. Hugo breathed a deep sigh of relief, and then ran.
Soon the trees parted, and the lake was before him. He still felt like he was being watched. And no wonder; he thought he knew what the creature was. He had heard of it anyway, but it was supposed to be dead‌—‌long dead. It was the Kutha, an ancient, evil creature.
He shivered as he approached the lake. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the Kutha was following him. He looked out over the lake and blinked. He was being watched, but it wasn’t by the Kutha.
Great yellow eyes, green eyes, purple eyes the size of pomegranates were lifting out of the lake to stare at him.
The Lake of Eyes, he thought. He had always assumed that was just a funny name. Now he knew it was called that for a reason. He took a step toward the lake, wondering what sort of creatures had eyes like that. He had forgotten now about the girls and the Magemother’s herald, and the dangers of exploring strange lakes alone at night.
“Ouch!”
Hugo spun around, rubbing his fingers. Something had bitten them.
“Pilfer!” The pony was alone, left there by the girls, no doubt. The girls!
Hugo left the lake behind and hurried up the path after them, sparing just enough time to cast a quick glance back at the lake. The eyes were gone.
***
Archibald wrapped a finger around a cold iron bar of the dungeon door. Thankfully, he was on the outside of the cell instead of inside it, like Cannon.
“Now, Dean Chambers…” Cannon said, eyeing his iron cage as if it were vaguely interesting. “Is this really wise? I doubt this cell has been used once in the last five hundred years.”
“The Hall of Records has not been sealed in the last five hundred years,” the master librarian spat coldly.
The dean’s eyes darted back and forth between the two of them nervously. He looked far less comfortable with the idea of locking Cannon up now that it was done.
“As I said,” Archibald started in his most patient voice, “nothing good will come of this. If you want to question him, question him, but I can promise you the king will not approve of this when he hears.”
The librarian ruffled in consternation. “The Magisterium is governed by its own laws.”
“Which you’ve ignored,” Cannon interjected lazily.
The wizard’s voice dripped with venom. “My mistake.”
The dean scratched his neck nervously. “That does have some weight to it.” He continued as if reading from a book. “The rules of incarceration clearly state that apart from cases of mortal crime, jailing a student requires the consent of at least two masters and the school counselor.”
As if on cue, Denmyn burst through the door. “What in the world is going on?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Cannon said loudly over the sudden outburst of explanations, and everyone went silent.
Cannon continued, “Where did you go after you left the Hall of Records?”
Denmyn looked confused. “What?”
“While Archibald and I were being waylaid by these two,” he pressed, indicating the librarian and the dean, “you left with Hugo.”
“And what about it?”
“You were followed.”
“I beg your pardon. By whom?”
Archibald felt a small knot untangle inside him. So that’s where she had gone. He had lost track of Brinley in the bustle outside the Hall of Records, unable to find her even after searching the entire wing.
“If you didn’t see her, it doesn’t matter,” Cannon went on, “but she’s obviously not with you now. Where did you go?”
“I went to see Tabitha.”
“Who?”
“She’s our bird keeper, among other things,” Dean Chambers broke in knowledgeably. “Quite an eccentric girl, she‌—‌”
“I don’t need her whole history,” Cannon snapped at him. He said to Denmyn, “What happened there?”
“That’s why I came looking for you,” she said eagerly. “The birds brought news of a creature wounded by the lake‌—‌a Laurel.”
“Peridot?” There was a note of hope in Cannon’s voice.
“It has to be,” she nodded excitedly.
“The Magemother’s herald!” Archibald exclaimed. He couldn’t believe it. Peridot, the Magemother’s herald, was a Laurel‌—‌a half lion, half eagle. She guarded the Magemother’s throne on Calypsis. In all his life, he had seen the creature only once.
“Impossible,” the librarian protested.
“Where is she?” Cannon asked, fingers wrapping around the bars.
“Well, still by the lake, I suppose.”
“The girl,” he said impatiently. “The bird girl. Where is she now?”
“Oh, I left her with Hugo at the healer’s office, to wait for us. She wanted to go along, and since she found the beast…”
“Then it’s time to go,” Cannon said. He stretched his arms behind him, took a deep breath, and brought them forward, exhaling loudly. The wall of bars bent and spun as if caught in the fury of a tornado, crumpling into a ball as easily as a piece of paper. He dropped his hands to his sides and the ball dropped too, landing squarely on the librarian’s foot.
There was an audible crunching noise, followed by a shriek as the librarian bent over. Denmyn rushed over to help him.
Cannon gave him a sympathetic look as he passed. “My mistake,” he said. “Come along, Archibald, we might need your bell.”
Archibald followed him out of the cell, patting the vest pocket where he kept the bell. He had developed a habit of doing that, patting the bell just to make sure he hadn’t dropped it. Now he gave a grunt, for it was gone. He searched his pockets as he hurried after Cannon, but it was nowhere to be found. “It’s gone!” he cried.
“What’s gone?” Cannon said, rounding on him at the foot of the stairs.
“The bell! I don’t know what could have happened to it.”
Cannon waved a hand dismissively, returning to the stairs. “We don’t have time to search now,” he called back. “We’ll just have to hope that we don’t need it.”
Archibald had to agree with this assessment, but he felt horrible for losing the bell. It was the only connection they had to the Magemother, and though he didn’t like to admit it, the bell had become a symbol of hope to him. He sighed, pushing the matter out of his mind, and ran up the stairs.
When they reached the healer’s office, they found it deserted.
“Could they have left without us?” Archibald asked, trying to remember exactly how impatient young people were.
“I would have.” Cannon sniffed the air, eyes closed, then strode off the way they had gone. “They passed this way.”
“How do you‌—‌”
“The air remembers.”
Archibald thought about that. Magic made him uncomfortable sometimes. He didn’t like the idea of air remembering things. That would make the air alive, he reasoned‌—‌a strange concept. If the air was alive, what else was? He glanced around himself and shivered. There was a reason he had never wanted to learn magic. The only magic he liked was the bit inside his cane. He hefted it as he walked, and the wood felt warm and reassuring in his hand.
Cannon paused at the top of a set of stairs leading down into darkness. “How will we get there?” he mused aloud.
Archibald looked around, remembering where he was. “I believe this leads to the lawn,” he said, indicating the stairs.
“Not that. I mean how will we get to the lake?”
“We could walk?”
“Too slow,” Cannon said dismissively. “And of course, you can’t fly.”
“No,” Archibald agreed, startled. “I certainly cannot. We could ride.”
“Mm…but ride what?” Cannon began walking away.
“Horses!” Archibald said, bristling impatiently as he hurried to catch up. “Would it kill a wizard to do things simply just once?”
Cannon pretended not to hear him. He had paused before one of several office doors. “Ah, here it is,” he said, and let himself in.
Archibald read the little gold sign on the door.
Master Librarian
“Oh, dear,” Archibald said, following Cannon inside. “Is this really necessary?”
Cannon ignored him. He was walking around the room thoughtfully. “Ah!” he said brightly. “This will do quite nicely.” He bent over and grabbed the tasseled ends of a fine blue rug. He pulled it smartly, toppling a small table and upending several shoes. “Come on, Archibald,” he said, rolling up the rug and bustling out of the room.
“Whatever happened between you two?” Archibald asked in a huff as they walked back to the stairs.
“How do you mean?” Cannon strode down the steps and into the darkness.
“Yourself and the master librarian. You loathe each other, do you not?”
“Ah, that.” The darkness was split by a sliver of moonlight as Cannon opened the door at the far end.
“Well, I came to the school when I was younger, before Animus found me. I wanted to study here.” He unfurled the carpet with a flare, letting it fall open over the cool grass. The moonlight revealed an intricate pattern of berries and bluebirds embroidered on the silk. A current of air caught the rug just before it touched the ground, holding it in the air.
“I wanted to study the magical arts, of course,” Cannon explained. “He was one of the masters that interviewed me.”
“I see.” He could still remember his own entrance interviews.
“He insisted that I had no talent for magic, so I demonstrated.”
“You demonstrated?”
“Yes,” he said, reminiscently, “on his cat.”
“You didn’t.”
“I was only ten.” A wry smile caught at the corners of his mouth. “Archibald, have you ever seen a cat in a tornado?”
“You didn’t!”
Cannon’s smile widened. “That’s how Animus discovered me, actually. He was visiting the Magisterium that day.” Cannon stepped onto the rug, stumbling slightly, and sat down. “Are you coming?”
Archibald eyed it cautiously, prodding it with the tip of his cane. Then he sat sideways, awkwardly swinging his legs up and trying not to fall over as the carpet jostled on the bed of air beneath. “I think horses would have been just fine,” he mumbled under his breath, trying to figure out how to look dignified on an airborne carpet.
“Nonsense,” Cannon said as the carpet began to inch forward, slowly gaining speed. Then without warning, the carpet jumped several feet into the air, and to Archibald’s horror, he let out an involuntary yelp.
Cannon glanced back curiously.
“Have you done this before?” Archibald asked, scowling. There was still more fear in his voice than he would have liked.
“I’ve never even thought of this before,” Cannon said. The young man looked wild, hair starting to ripple in the wind as they picked up speed. “I don’t know why‌—‌novel idea, really‌—‌Oh my.” The ground fell away as they careened over the top of a hill, banking downwards toward the forest. As they tipped down, an odd sense of weightlessness made Archibald shout.
Cannon pulled the front of the rug up, wrapping it over their feet like a sled to keep them from falling off. In another moment, they leveled out. They were flying through the air just above the tops of the trees, traveling faster than any horse could.
“I’ll admit I haven’t perfected this yet,” Cannon said, raising his voice to be heard above the whip of the wind, “but I think it’s going to be big!”
Archibald had no idea what he meant. He was too busy silently cursing the disposition of wizards, which seemed to include a penchant for trying out bad ideas on unsuspecting persons.
Just then a gust of wind hit them from the side, forcing them into a barrel roll. As they turned over, Archibald reached for his hat but was too slow; the wind wrenched it from his head and flung it toward the ground.
“CANNON!” he shouted indelicately as the rug righted itself again. “Could we please not do that again?”
“My apologies, Archibald,” Cannon said shakily. “I quite agree.” He cast the older man a sideways look and frowned. “Lose something?”
Archibald shot him a dark look, only to see his hat spiraling neatly into the wizard’s hands, borne there on some invisible current of air.
“Please don’t litter, Archibald. It doesn’t become you.”
Archibald smiled, taking the hat. “No,” he agreed. “And I take back what I said about you.”
“When?”
“A moment ago, in my head.”
Cannon gave a half smile. He was about to say something in response but he was cut short by a noise ahead. A throaty rumble echoed through the trees in the distance, sending birds into the air.
“What was that?” Cannon asked, his voice taut.
“That,” Archibald said, “was a roar.”



Chapter Sixteen
In which there is an astonished goat
Brinley leapt backward when Peridot roared, heart jumping into her throat. They were going to be eaten! This had been a terrible mistake! But no, nothing else had happened. She was still alive. Finally, she came to her senses. Tabitha had not moved when Peridot roared. She was smiling at the beast now, bobbing up and down on the balls of her feet as if the giant, winged lion had merely purred at her.
“I see that you are not my enemy,” Peridot said. “You have no fear, little one.”
Tabitha crossed the remaining distance and began to stroke Peridot’s wing.
“How did you find me?” Peridot asked.
“Flitlitter told us,” Tabitha said. At the sound of its name, the magpie took to the air, circling a few feet above them before landing squarely between Peridot’s ears.
The great beast shook her head in mild annoyance but the bird stayed put, spreading its wings to steady itself. “Are you a wizard, then?” she asked Tabitha, surrendering to Flitlitter’s choice of perch. Tabitha was watching the magpie curiously, and didn’t seem to hear the question.
“Tabitha is a student there.” Brinley said, forgetting that she was invisible.
“And you?” Peridot turned toward her, the Laurel’s huge head coming close enough to touch. Brinley could see where the creature got her name; her green eyes sparkled as brightly as gemstones.
“You can see me?” she said, not quite surprised.
“Of course, child,” Peridot said solemnly. “I am not so old yet that I cannot see what is right in front of my face. Who are you?”
Brinley thought for a moment, trying to decide how to explain herself. “I’m Brinley,” she said, deciding the simplest answer was the best. “I’m looking for my mother.”
“Mm…yes,” Peridot said. She seemed to consider Brinley for a moment, breathing deeply, taking in the smell of her. “I know who you are.”
“You do?” Brinley asked, startled.
“Yes, I do. And I know your mother.”
Brinley didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t believe it. She was finally going to find out who her mother was.
“However,” Peridot said, the warmth in her voice fading, “I do not know where she is. She has hidden herself even from me. Perhaps we will find her together, but not now.” She turned to Tabitha. “Right now I need a mage. I had hoped there might be one at the school.”
Tabitha shook her head. “There isn’t. We haven’t had a mage visit the Magisterium since Cassis came to speak, but that was in the spring.”
“There’s Cannon,” Brinley offered.
“Cannon is at the school?”
Brinley nodded.
“He is not a mage,” Peridot said sharply. “Though he thinks of himself as one.” She glanced between the two of them.
“Never met him,” Tabitha said, shrugging. She reached forward and picked up Flitlitter with an outstretched finger, holding him up to examine the bandage idly.
“I just met Cannon tonight,” Brinley said hastily. Peridot seemed nice enough, but there was something humbling about standing next to a creature that could eat you for lunch. “I suppose I don’t really know what a mage is, but he seemed magical enough.”
Peridot was eyeing her with what looked like an amused expression, if a lion’s face could look amused. Brinley hurried on, trying to fill the silence. “Do you want us to go get him for you?”
Peridot lifted her head, breathing the night air in deeply. She sniffed a few times, then sent another chortling call out into the night. “No need,” she said, peering into the darkness. “He is already here.”
Brinley turned to look. She didn’t see anything but shadows. She wondered if Peridot could see in the dark. Then she noticed a shift in the wind. The little breeze coming off the lake was replaced by wind coming out of the forest, heavy with the scent of pine. There was a tiny storm in the center of the wind, blowing toward them like a silver spinning top made of air. It slowed as it approached, spiraling in on itself until it died completely. Cannon stepped from the storm to the grass, transitioning seamlessly into an austere bow. “Pardon my lentor, Peridot. How may I be of service?”
Peridot squinted at him and roared. Brinley clamped her hands over her ears, eyes shut tight against the noise. When she opened them, Cannon was sprawled on his backside, robes ruffled, hair askew, and all his pomp deflated.
“That’s better,” Peridot said seriously. “Do not come before me flaunting yourself like a mage.”
Cannon got to his feet shakily, one hand attempting to fix his hair.
“Are you okay, Mr. Can?” Brinley said, grinning to herself.
“Brinley?” Cannon said sharply, searching the night air.
“What does ‘lentor’ mean?” Tabitha interrupted, looking at him as if she’d never seen a wizard before.
“Lateness,” Peridot answered softly. She addressed Cannon. “Where is your master?”
Cannon gave a slightly more humble bow. “Apologies, herald,” he said formally. “And sorry again, for I do not know where he is.” He paused, giving her the opportunity to speak, but she said nothing. “A child came to visit him,” he continued. “An idris, I think. He received it in his chambers and talked with it for a long time. He did not allow me in, and finally, when I couldn’t wait any longer, I went in and found that he was gone.” He paused again, but Peridot sat still. “I waited a day, and when he did not return I left to find him.” He trailed off, then finished darkly, “I’ve been looking for maps at the Magisterium. Maps of the Wizard’s Ire.”
“I do not think that is where he is,” Peridot said. Her manner seemed to ease, as if hearing Cannon’s story had relaxed her. “Animus is too wise to have followed an idris far,” she continued. “Though it seems obvious that its words spurred him into action. I expected something like this. I met him not two weeks ago.”
“You did? Is he okay? I have not seen him since he disappeared.”
“I nearly ate him,” she growled. “Then I realized who he was.”
Cannon paled.
“Calm yourself,” she went on. “When he left me, he was in one piece.”
He looked relieved. “Do you know where he is now?”
“I could guess,” Peridot said, her eyes narrowing slightly. “But I have no wish to do so here. Nor do I have the strength, for I am wounded.”
Cannon looked down at the wound in her chest for the first time. Blood dripped slowly from a small hole near where her right wing met her side. He bent in closer to look at it, but she stepped back, and he stopped short.
“It is beyond you, Cannon. I need a mage. We must go to Aquilar, and you must take us there.”
Cannon nodded uncertainly. “Can you fly?”
“Not for long,” she admitted. There was a note of weariness in her voice and Brinley wondered how far Peridot had come already. “I may be able to glide, if you can provide the wind.”
“That should be easy enough,” he said, turning up the sleeves of his robes and looking at her in a calculating way. “Will I, uh…I don’t know how to ask this.”
Peridot gave him a forgiving smile. “You will ride on my back with Brinley.”
“He will?” Brinley asked. “I mean, I will?”
Cannon looked around. “Brinley? I nearly forgot. She’s coming?”
“Oh, yes,” Peridot said, turning to face her again. Her voice felt warm in Brinley’s ears, like the voice of a familiar friend. “This concerns her as much as anyone. Besides,” she said soothingly, turning a deep green eye to Brinley, “I promised her I would take her to her mother.”
“What about Tabitha?” Brinley asked. She turned to indicate the other girl, and was surprised to see her picking vigorously at the tips of Peridot’s wings. Apparently some stray bits of the forest had wandered out of place and landed among the feathers there. Peridot didn’t seem to mind.
Flitlitter danced off Peridot’s head and down the length of her back, jumped onto Tabitha’s shoulder, and stared back at them defiantly. Tabitha went on with her work, apparently unaware that she was being discussed.
Peridot gave a weary sigh. “Very well,” she said. “Tabitha can come as well. Now let’s be going before anyone else comes. My back is only so big.”
“I’m going to stay,” Tabitha said, backing away from them. “Flitlitter says he isn’t going, and I need to stay with him while he’s injured.”
Peridot nodded. “I hope we meet again.”
“Are you going to Belsie?” Tabitha asked, taking another step away from them. “Master Lumps says Belsie is the best healer in the world.”
Peridot smiled, but turned away without answering. Cannon mounted lightly, settling himself just behind her shoulders. Brinley followed him, stepping on Peridot’s leg to help herself up. She was surprised at how warm Peridot was. It was not unlike the warm furry belly of a house cat.
“Wait!” Tabitha said suddenly. “You need to wait for Hugo.”
“Hugo?” Peridot asked. “The prince of Caraway?”
As soon as she had said it, Hugo came walking up. He looked thoroughly frightened, and the sight of Peridot didn’t seem to help matters.
“You’re just in time!” Tabitha told him, pulling him toward the others.
“Wha‌—‌what’s going on?”
“Flitlitter says you must go with them!” Tabitha told him, bustling him onto Peridot’s back. Brinley had to scoot back to give him room.
“Flitlitter said?”
“Bye!” Tabitha waved, walking back the way they had come.
“Good-bye, Tabitha!” Brinley called to her. She felt something tug at her insides and realized that she had begun to think of Tabitha as a friend.
“Are you ready?” Cannon asked Peridot.
She dipped her head in agreement. “Hold on,” he said. He raised his hands to his sides as he had done in the Magisterium, and Brinley laced her fingers into the fur on Peridot’s back. She didn’t want to pull Peridot’s hair, but she didn’t want to fall off either.
It came more gradually than she expected, a soft turning of leaves and grass and the golden hair from Peridot’s back. Wind built beneath them like a slow tide, swelling, lifting them away from the ground. As they picked up speed, Peridot spread her wings and they shot up, rising smoothly over the distant tree line. Brinley felt her stomach surge and grabbed Hugo around the waist as she slid backwards. Hugo gave a cry of alarm; he had forgotten she was there.
“Faster,” Peridot’s deep voice came against the sound of wind.
Brinley slipped backward again, fingers unlacing from Hugo’s waist, face and arms and chest pelted by the wind. She realized with frightening clarity that she was going to fall. She slid back farther, bent over from the wind now. She tried to shout and failed, the air blowing the words back at her. The wind died just as she toppled over backward, and a firm hand hauled her back up. She threw her arms around Hugo tightly, quite forgetting that he was a boy, and a stranger at that.
After a second, Brinley realized that the wind had stopped. “Sorry,” she said weakly, and released him. She was surprised to see that they were still flying.
“The air is passing around us,” Cannon said in explanation, reaching his hand out to the side until it brushed the edge of wind. Brinley copied him. She was reminded of sticking her hand out the window of a car on the freeway. She laughed and the lingering fear of her near fall melted away.
Cannon grinned at them over his shoulder, looking sheepish. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.”
They passed the edge of the trees and banked high over the Magisterium. Brinley saw a tower below them and wondered if it was Tabitha’s bird tower. It seemed like she had just been there a moment ago.
They descended more quickly than Brinley would have liked, turning toward the center of the city. She thought for a moment that they might land, but they were moving too fast.
“Where are we going?” she asked Cannon when they leveled out, flying between buildings down the center of a busy street.
“The bridge,” Cannon said, pointing straight ahead. What Brinley had taken for a tall stone wall now sharpened before her eyes. It was a very long, very steep bridge jutting toward the sky. She was glad they were flying; it looked like it would be terrible to climb.
Brinley expected Peridot to bank upward before they reached the bridge. Instead, she flew straight at it. For a moment Brinley was worried they might run right into it, but at the last second Peridot gave a sharp downbeat of her wings and angled them upward. They were ten feet above the bridge, flying parallel to it. A wide straw hat spun over Peridot’s wing and Brinley looked back to see an astonished old man leading a goat. The goat looked terrified. Brinley smiled, glad to know that this type of thing was out of the ordinary for somebody other than her.
Hugo chuckled. “I bet that goat doesn’t sleep tonight,” he said.
Brinley laughed. “Giant flying lion? I bet it doesn’t sleep for a week!”
A great wall of mist rose before them and Brinley barely had time to hold her breath. She blinked in surprise, and just like that they were through it.
Everything had changed below them. The moon was bright, and she could make out a small town, tiny in comparison to the one they had just flown over. A circle of bridges surrounded the town like the spokes of a wagon wheel. Peridot turned toward one of them. She flew close to this one too, passed through the mist, and the scene changed below them once more.
A very different city lay beneath them now; this one was dirty and old looking. Houses littered the ground like speckled bugs.
Peridot descended on a dark street corner. A cat looked up from a slumping rooftop and hissed at them. They dismounted quickly and followed Peridot, shadows dancing menacingly in the unfamiliar corners of the street. Short fenced yards held tools and cans, bins and boxes, and old rusted equipment that Brinley did not recognize.
“Here.” Peridot turned at the entrance of what seemed to be a long, narrow garden. They walked under a low trellis overhung with vines that smelled faintly of milk and honey.
“Is this where Belsie lives?” Brinley whispered softly to Cannon, remembering Tabitha’s words from earlier.
“Belterras,” Cannon corrected her softly. “Only fools and little children call him Belsie. He is the Earth Mage.”
Brinley felt herself grow a little angry. Is that what he thought of Tabitha? A foolish child?
“Hush,” Peridot whispered sharply. They had come to a cobblestone path overgrown with white and purple flowers. At the end of the path there was a small door to a house of brown wood covered in the same honey-scented vines. The door stood slightly open, and there was a thin gold line of light emanating from within. Peridot pushed it open the rest of the way with a sweep of her massive paw.
The room was round and warm; everything looked to be made of a deep golden wood and painted with the pallet of sunshine. Two men stood waiting for them.
They seemed different than the wizards that Brinley had met at the Magisterium, no doubt because they were what Denmyn called “true mages.” Power hung about them like an audible hum.
The one on the left looked like the storybook depiction of a magical person, minus moons and stars and a pointy hat. He looked stern. Belterras, she supposed, was the one on the right. He was large, with a happy fat belly wrapped in robes the color of the earth in spring; a necklace of pine nuts and turquoise bluebirds hung loosely about his neck, with brown curly locks of hair cascading across it from a kind face.
The stern man saw them first, eyes snapping open, gray looking out from a stark field of white. He raised his hand and pointed at them in a commanding way. Brinley froze, unable to move. Her arms suddenly felt both heavy and brittle at her sides, as if they might break off.
“Cassis!” Peridot’s voice rushed over the room like warm water, and the grey mage put his hand down hastily, eyes widening in recognition.
“Peridot!” he exclaimed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it could really be you. This has been a night of illusion for us, and danger.”
“Peridot,” Belterras said, his round face breaking into a relieved smile. “Friends! Welcome! Come in, and may my home be yours.” He actually hugged Peridot around the neck, which was a thing Brinley didn’t know you could do.
“Where is my master?” Cannon asked them, peering around as if he might find the mage sitting in a corner.
“Come,” Belterras said, “we have much to discuss, and you must be hungry from your trip. Oh my.” He had caught sight of Peridot’s wound.
Without another word he passed a hand over the wound and whispered something, twirling a finger around the small bloody hole in a gentle fashion. A barbed piece of wood emerged from the wound and clattered to the floor. Peridot gave a snarl, eyes closed against the pain. She stomped one great paw vehemently in protest and the floor shook.
“Hand me that,” Belterras said to Hugo, slapping a big hand on the boy’s shoulder and pointing him toward an empty pie tin. Hugo retrieved it and Peridot lay so that the wound was just over the tin. Belterras placed two fingers in a careful way along her chest over the wound.
He bent close, whispering something in a language that Brinley had never heard before. He repeated the words a half a dozen times before Peridot growled again, shivering. Her whole back rippled with the effect, and her head fell to the floor with a thud. Blood began streaming freely out of the wound and Belterras nudged the tin to the left with a stumpy finger to catch it. There was so much of it. Too much, Brinley thought. But Peridot was large and strong, and soon it was over; the blood slowed rapidly, returning to a drip.
“Good, good,” Belterras said. “You will be fine. This could use a poultice. If you have strength, we can all go into the kitchen while I make it, and you can tell us what is going on. Hold this here, boy.” He handed Hugo a cloth to hold against the wound as they moved into the other room.
As soon as they entered, Peridot walked to the fire and lay down before the hearth, falling asleep almost instantly.
“She will need to rest after that,” Belterras nodded approvingly. “At least a few minutes.”
The kitchen was a long rectangular room with a sandstone fireplace at one end and a large deep sink at the other. A long island stood in the middle beneath a cascading array of shiny brass pots. Cannon and Cassis took seats on the high stools next to the counter while Belterras brought out a basket of bread. He sliced it slowly, arranging it on a plate. Then he brought out cheese, fruit, and a small side of dried meat. Cassis shot him a half-angry look. “I hope she is not out for long, Belterras. It may have been prudent to speak with her before you anesthetized her.”
“I did no such thing, Cassis,” Belterras said, coming to a halt in the middle of his work. “I healed her, that’s all. This,” he continued, waving his long knife in Peridot’s direction, “is the result of fatigue, nothing more. The healing took the last of her strength.”
“And who are you?” Cassis said to Hugo.
“Where are our manners?” Belterras interrupted. The big man set down his mortar and pestle and crossed the kitchen, taking up Hugo’s free hand and shaking it warmly. “I am Belterras. And this stern fellow,” he said, pointing at the gray-robed man, “is Cassis, Mage of Metal and Stone.”
Hugo looked up at him. “And you are the Mage of Earth,” he said. “I met you once with my father.”
“Ah, then you are Hugo. I thought you looked Paradisiacal,” Belterras smiled kindly. “And who, might I ask, is the spirit with you? Can you feel it, Cassis?”
The other mage’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, I see what you mean. A ghost of some sort, perhaps.”
Brinley felt a lump in her throat, and Hugo tried to answer them. “Oh, you mean Br‌—‌”
“That,” Cannon cut in loudly, “is a matter for Peridot to explain, as apparently only she understands it.”
The two mages looked at him, one stern, the other puzzled. Brinley remembered how guarded Cannon had seemed earlier when she had asked him about her mother. She wondered if he knew more about her than he was letting on.
“Now,” Cannon pressed on, “what can you tell me about my master?”
“Nothing,” Cassis retorted sharply, “with this princeling in the room. Send him away, Belterras.”
Belterras looked apologetically at Hugo. “He is right. This is not a discussion for you. Peridot brought you here, so she may decide what to tell you. For now,” he said, retrieving an empty bucket from under the counter, “you can fill this with flour. It’s in the pantry, first door on the left.” He indicated a small hallway opposite the door they came in.
Hugo scowled. “You have to tell me what they say,” he whispered to the empty air as he left, hoping that Brinley was there to hear him.
She was.
“The door on the left,” Belterras reminded him.
Hugo crossed the room without a word and disappeared down the hallway.
“It feels like a child,” Belterras mused, staring at the place where Brinley stood.
“The other idris?” Cassis asked sharply.
“I don’t think so.”
“She isn’t,” Cannon assured them. “I tested her myself. She appeared at the Magisterium, and claims to have come from Ert.”
Cassis’s brows drew together in confusion. “I don’t understand.”
“Well,” Cannon started, then thought better of it. “Neither do I, really.”
Belterras waved a hand dismissively. “If Peridot trusts her, that’s enough for me.”
Brinley felt frustrated. She wanted to shout out, telling them that she was right there. Obviously she could hear them. Then she stopped herself, thinking that she would have a better chance of learning something if she kept quiet.
“What did you mean before? About the other idris?” Cannon asked.
“We caught the idris that visited Animus.”
“You did?” Cannon seemed as if he might burst at the seams. “What did it say? Did it tell you what became of him?”
“Cannon,” Belterras began, but Cassis interrupted him. “The Magemother has been captured.”
Cannon stared at them in disbelief. “What do you mean captured? Nobody can capture the Magemother, can they?”
“Almost nobody,” Belterras agreed.
“This is why Animus left,” Cassis explained. “The idris came to him with a promise to take him to the Magemother.”
“Surely he didn’t believe it?”
“He did and he didn’t, I’m sure.”
“And you have heard nothing from him?”
“Nothing.”



Chapter Seventeen
In which Hugo is foolish
Hugo moved down the hallway. Sure enough, he heard a low murmur of voices start up as soon as he left the room. He thought about turning around to eavesdrop on them, but decided against it. They were mages, after all; maybe they could tell when someone was listening to them. He would just have to get Brinley to tell him what he missed. He hoped she would. Hugo got the feeling that she didn’t really trust him yet. She was shy, he sensed, and shy people often take a while to warm up to you.
He reached for the handle of the door on the left. Just as he was about to turn it, he heard something and stopped, listening. He put his ear to the door, but the sound didn’t seem to be coming from inside. He crossed the hall to the opposite door. A sound filtered through it, a faint whimpering, like the noise a dog might make. He almost went in, but remembered what he was supposed to be about. It wasn’t polite to go snooping around in someone else’s house‌—‌not that that would have stopped him‌—‌and mages probably shouldn’t be messed with. He went back to the door on the left and turned the handle. It was locked. He sighed and took a step back toward the kitchen. There was the noise again. It was clear this time: a small child crying. He tried the handle, but this one was locked too. What was going on? Why would Belterras lock a child in his house?
The child screamed.
Instinctively, Hugo threw his body against the door. It sprung inward with a crack as the latch broke.
Hugo stumbled through the doorway onto a secluded patio. High walls shielded the space from the street beyond. Bins and bags and barrels lined the walls. Then he saw the source of the noise: a little boy sitting between the barrels, knees held against his chest, hands pressed to his eyes, weeping.
“Hello?” Hugo said, taking a step forward curiously.
The boy stopped crying and looked up. “H‌—‌hi,” he said in a terrified voice, lowering his hands slightly. He was dressed in rags and had a large black bruise over one eye.
“Are you okay?”
“He c-caught me,” the boy stammered.
“Who?”
“The gray w-wizard!” the boy looked scared at the thought.
“Cassis? What do you mean he caught you? What were you doing?” Hugo took a step closer, lowering himself onto a bucket. The boy was only a couple years younger than himself.
“He caught me stealing,” the boy said. He let out a heaving sigh; now that the truth was out, he seemed to relax a bit. “I’m not proud of it,” he went on, “but I have to eat, you know. I didn’t know that a wizard lived here.”
“Well,” Hugo said, then stopped. He wasn’t really sure how he felt about it. He had never gone without a meal in his life. He knew there were beggars in some places‌—‌faraway places, he had thought. Stealing was wrong, of course, but the boy before him looked so pitiful that Hugo was having a hard time judging him. He settled on a neutral tack. “I can see why Cassis was angry, but he seems nice enough to me. I’m sure you can work it off or‌—‌”
“No!” the boy shouted, starting to cry again. “He hates me! He beat me!”
Hugo looked at the large bruise over the boy’s eye. It certainly seemed fresh, but Hugo couldn’t imagine one of the mages beating a child.
“Hugo?” he heard someone calling faintly from the kitchen.
“Help me, please!” The boy scrambled up, taking his arm and shaking it. “Please!”
“Well, I don’t think‌—‌”
“Hugo?” the voice came again, louder this time. He could hear the sound of someone moving in the kitchen.
“Please!” The boy shook the little gate in the wall. The sound jingled down the alley. “Just unlock the gate for me!” He stretched his hand as high as he could. “I can’t reach it! Just let me out! I promise I’ll come back. I’ll pay him, I’ll pay him. Please!” The boy was screaming now, shaking him, placing his hand on the gate. Someone was running down the hall.
Hugo moved without thinking, reaching high to turn the lock. As soon as he did, the boy bolted out into the street.
“No!” Cassis cried from the doorway. He crossed the patio in one step, jostling Hugo roughly as he bounded into the street, but the boy was gone.
At the look on Cassis’s face, Hugo knew he had made a mistake. It didn’t make sense, though. Cassis wouldn’t lock up a street boy just for stealing some food, would he?
“Oh,” Cassis said, his voice filling up with a quiet rage as he made his way back from the street. “You have no idea what you have done.”
“Sorry,” Hugo said, trying not to be intimidated. Cassis looked like he was going to explode. His skin flashed, suddenly reflecting the light like polished steel, and his eyes turned the color of hot iron. “Cassis!” Hugo exclaimed. “I don’t understand!”
At his words, the red left the mage’s eyes. “No,” he said coolly, “I suppose you wouldn’t.” Hugo started to say something else, but Cassis cut him off, reaching out to place his hand over Hugo’s eyes.
Hugo blinked, pushing Cassis’s hand away. Then he understood. He could see it now. The patio wasn’t a patio at all, there was no gate, no high wall, no street on the other side, just an empty stone cell with one high, iron barred window, which was broken. Cassis swept back into the house, pushing Hugo before him. “Belterras!” he shouted. “Belterras! The idris has escaped!”
Hugo apologized more in the next five minutes than he had in his whole life. Belterras assured him that it wasn’t his fault, while Cassis continued to chew him out for his stupidity.
“You must have magic in you, boy, to break those bars, even under illusion like you were. It shouldn’t have been possible,” Belterras said.
Hugo said nothing. Inside, deep down, there was a flutter of excitement. Of recognition. Magic? Was Belterras being serious?
Cannon cleared his throat, trying to steer the conversation elsewhere. “How did you catch the idris?”
“It came to us,” Belterras explained. “Walked right up to our door with the same story that it gave to Animus. The Magemother’s been taken, trapped and dying in the Wizard’s Ire. Cassis was quick enough to bind it, thankfully.”
“So,” Cannon said, his face going white. “That’s where he went. The Wizard’s Ire. The dead forest.”
“Now wait just a minute, lad,” Belterras said, rising. “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s no use. He won’t be there anymore.”
“You wouldn’t last a minute in the Ire anyway,” Cassis said.
“None of you would.”
The new voice made them all turn. Peridot was rising from beside the fireplace. “Take heart, Cannon,” she said. “I barely survived the forest myself. Animus was safe when last I saw him, but he is no longer there. I am sure of it.”
Cannon seemed to relax.
Peridot turned to Belterras. “Thank you, my friend,” she said, “I do not know how much longer I would have lasted.”
Belterras inclined his head graciously.
“Enough pleasantries!” Cassis said impatiently. “We have wasted too much time already.”
Peridot gave him a sharp look and he softened. “You know that the Magemother was captured,” she said. “Animus has freed her, but only for a time. She is weak.”
The mages went pale.
“The darkness has overcome the light,” she said, and a look of horror spread across Cassis’s face. Belterras looked like he would be sick.
“Lux…?” Cassis asked.
“Is gone,” she finished. “That which walks in his place now is less than whole.”
There was a long silence.
“Do not fear,” Peridot said. “His plan to destroy the rest of you has failed…” Her great voice broke, the smooth sound of it faltering like the wrong note in a song. “The Magemother,” she said slowly, “may not survive the death of Lux.” She waited for a moment, letting that sink in. Brinley wasn’t sure exactly what that meant for her, but she could sense a deep sadness creeping into the room.
“You must all go to the castle,” Peridot said. “Tennebris has failed in one part of his plan. He will strike at the king next. You must be there to help.
“It doesn’t matter,” Cassis spat bitterly.
“He’s right,” Belterras said. He sounded more sad than angry. “If the Magemother dies, we will not survive.”
Peridot cocked her head. “You may yet,” she said gently. “That is why I must take the girl to her now.”
The mages scrutinized Peridot curiously.
“Brinley?” Cannon asked.
“The spirit that is with you?” Belterras said.
“It is not a spirit at all then,” Cassis broke in, nodding.
“It is a child,” Peridot said, taking Brinley under her wing so that they could see the outline of her.
Belterras spoke in a whisper, “Where will you take her?”
“I will take her to her mother, if I can,” Peridot said, turning slowly on the spot and sweeping Brinley out of the room. “I will meet you at the castle as soon as I can. You should take Hugo there.”
“Where is he?” Belterras said, looking around.
Cannon swore under his breath then, and Peridot turned back around to glare at him.
“I’ll check the back,” Cassis said, heading for the hallway. “Is he foolish enough to do what I think he has done?”
“Oh, yes,” Cannon said, following Cassis out of the kitchen. “I think he is.”



Chapter Eighteen
In which there are witches
As soon as he was no longer the center of attention, Hugo slipped away.
He slunk back down the hallway and onto the little patio that wasn’t a patio. He wanted to be alone. He hadn’t felt this ashamed since Sir Eagn and his cousin had convinced him that a young lady had a crush on him. She didn’t, of course, and they had mocked him for a solid month afterward. He hated being deceived. He had been angry with the knights, but then, he expected such things from them. He didn’t expect to be fooled by a little boy, even if it was an idris. He should have known better.
He stopped pacing and leaned out of the gate.
A pair of eyes stared back at him. They were peering around the corner across the street.
He took a step toward them, then broke into a run as he realized who they belonged to. It was the boy! It had to be! He paused. Maybe he should go back and get the mages. He could tell them that the idris was right outside. But if he did, the boy would probably just run again. If he could just get the idris back, lure him back to Belterras’s house somehow, he could redeem himself. He had to try.
He set off, running to the red brick store where the boy was still peeking at him, but as soon as he got close, the boy vanished.
He chased glimpses of the boy across town for several minutes, down alleyways, through a broken fence behind an old mill, and into the forest.
“Not again,” he groaned. He had just gotten out of the forest. He almost turned back then, but something stirred in the distance. There it was again, between two trees. Was it the boy?
He would just check and see, then he would go back.
Twenty minutes later he was still searching; whatever he had seen earlier had vanished. He made a large half circle through the trees and doubled back to the trail he had found. He would take it back into town.
As he walked he thought about what Belterras had said. Magic. Could it be true that there was magic in him? Wouldn’t he be able to tell somehow? He wished there was somebody he could ask.
He thought of Lux. He thought of how the mage had come out of nowhere at the sound of his name. That was magic. If he spoke the name now, would Lux appear? Maybe the mage could answer his questions about magic.
He stopped short. There was something ahead of him, dimly visible atop a fallen tree. He couldn’t tell what it was, only that it didn’t belong. It twitched, and he jumped, then let out a nervous laugh.
It was just a magpie.
Hugo chided himself for being so skittish. He was about to move on when he saw something else. It was a shadowy thing, another bird, he thought, but huge! Bigger than any bird he had ever seen. Bigger even than the giant eagles. It drifted down from the trees like a ghost, its wings silent against the night air. It drifted straight toward the magpie, its talons reaching out like deadly invitations. “Move!” he breathed, and he wasn’t sure whether he was talking to the magpie or himself.
The smaller bird tried to fly away at the last moment, but it was too late; claws pierced it and lifted it into the air.
Hugo gave a little shout, and the giant owl turned its heart-shaped face on him. In that moment Hugo was sure of two things: it really was the Kutha, and he didn’t want to be here anymore.
He knew running through an unfamiliar forest in the dark was asking for trouble, but still he ran. He didn’t stop, not even for a moment. He knew that if he looked behind him, even once, that owl would be there‌—‌or worse, it wouldn’t be there, and then he would know that it was just out of sight somewhere above, hunting him.
Hugo stopped running sometime later when he finally realized that he was lost. He hadn’t been paying any attention to where he was going. He thought back on it now, trying to remember which direction he had run when he fled from the owl, but he couldn’t piece it together.
“Great,” he said bitterly. His voice sounded small in the endless expanse of dark trees. Moonlight filtered faintly through them, providing just enough light to make his way without running into anything. He moved slowly, scrutinizing the forest floor as he went. Nothing seemed familiar. There was no path, no trail.
He heard a faint rustling in the trees and spun around. He caught a flash of brown. He felt his heart start to beat faster and he stumbled backward. Why was this thing chasing him? How was he going to get away from it?
It was at that moment, as Hugo jumped between two trees, that he remembered the bell. It happened because his leg bumped the tree as he jumped, and he felt the hard bulge of the bell in his pants pocket. A second later he had it out, and was ringing it wildly as he ran. He didn’t think for a second how silly he might look, running through the forest at night, alone, ringing a little bell. He wanted help, he wanted someone to come‌—‌anyone, and he was willing to try anything. He was still running, ringing the bell and glancing behind him. Presently, as he rang the bell again, a giant gong sounded over his head and he collided with something soft, tumbling to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs.
“Ouch!”
“Brinley?”
“Ouch! Yes, it’s me. What’s going on? Ouch! You’re stepping on my face!”
“Sorry.” Hugo bent down to help her stand but she brushed him off.
“How did I get here?” she said, staring around. “Where are we?”
“I don’t know exactly,” Hugo said awkwardly. “Somewhere in the forest. We can’t be far from the city. How did you get here?”
“I was just with Peridot,” she explained, brushing herself off. “We were looking for you. Then there was this sound like a giant bell‌—‌just like when I came through the church‌—‌but this time it was like it was trying to pull me to it.” Brinley had noticed the bell in his hand. “What is that? Is that what brought me here?” She reached for it, but he whisked it back into his pocket.
“Oh,” he said, blushing. “It’s nothing‌—‌I mean, it is a bell obviously. I‌—‌uh‌—‌got into a bit of trouble and so I rang it, and, well, I guess it worked.”
“Where did you get it?”
“From Archibald. It’s supposed to summon the Magemother.”
“He gave it to you?”
Hugo shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “Well, not exactly,” he admitted. “During all the excitement in the Hall of Records it nearly fell out of Archibald’s pocket, and I, er‌—‌picked it up.
“You stole it,” she said shortly. “Aren’t you the prince? You stole it, and you were trying to summon the Magemother with it to help you?”
Hugo blushed. “I didn’t really think it through. I’ve tried it before, and so has Archibald. But the bell never works.”
“Except for when it brought me to that library.”
“Right,” Hugo said, then he looked back at her again sharply. “Wait, it did?”
“I think so. And it brought me here just now.”
“Well,” Hugo was fiddling uncomfortably with his pocket. “Yeah, I guess. But it’s supposed to summon the Magemother, not you.” As soon as he said it, he regretted it. It sounded rude. “Well,” he laughed weakly. “Maybe you’re the Magemother.”
She shrugged. “I don’t know what that means.” She thought for a moment. “Can I try ringing the bell?”
Hugo looked startled. “Why?”
“Well,” she said slowly, “this might not make any sense, but if the bell is supposed to summon the Magemother, and it summons me instead, what will happen when I ring it?”
Hugo considered it. “It’s worth a shot, I guess,” he said. He took it out and it vanished from his hand as Brinley snatched it up. Apparently anything she held became invisible too.
It was small and light, not at all the kind of thing you would expect to make a loud noise. She rang it firmly, then dropped it and clamped her hands over her ears as the gong rang out right above her head.
“Well,” she said, “it was worth a shot.” She bent down to pick up the bell. “Do you want it back?”
“You keep it,” he said.
“But it might be useful if we get separated again,” she insisted.
“It isn’t mine. You should hold on to it.”
“Well, let’s not stand here arguing about it,” she said in exasperation, stowing it in the pocket of her jeans. She eyed the dark trees nervously. “I don’t like the looks of this place.”
With a jolt, Hugo remembered why he had needed help in the first place. There was no sign of the owl now, but there was no telling when it might be back. “We should go,” he said.
He picked a direction, giving his best guess as to the way he had come in the darkness, and they set off.
“I’m glad I’m here,” Brinley said a moment later.
“You are? I mean‌—‌you aren’t mad?”
“No,” Brinley said. “Why would I be? I mean, I was surprised, being in one place one second and then being clobbered by you the next, but I’m glad I found you.”
“Me too,” Hugo agreed. “I just hope we can find our way out before it finds us.”
“Before what finds us?” Brinley asked, coming to a stop beside him.
Hugo told her about the Kutha.
“You have owls that big here?”
He could tell by the timbre of her voice that she was afraid. “No,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper. “That’s the thing. This owl is famous‌—‌legendary, even‌—‌and not in a good way. It’s supposed to be trapped in the Wizard’s Ire! I don’t know how it could have got out. Nothing is supposed to get out of the Ire. That’s the point.”
“Look,” Brinley whispered. “Is this a path?”
She was right. It was faint, but it was definitely a path.
A few more minutes went by and Hugo began to think they were going in the wrong direction. They couldn’t have been this far in.
“There’s a light ahead!” Brinley said excitedly.
“Hold on a minute.”
Hugo was thinking. That light was in the middle of the forest still, and they should be making their way out.
“Let’s see what it is,” Brinley said.
“Hold on a minute.” Something was tugging at the back of Hugo’s mind.
“I’m going. Maybe there’s someone there who can help us.”
“Wait,” Hugo followed her footsteps down the path. It widened into a small road and joined with others. This was no campsite. There were little huts among the trees, and a few buildings big enough to be called houses. Most of them were dark, but the largest one had light pouring out of every window. This was a town. That might be good, or it might be bad. He wished bitterly that he had paid more attention in his geography lessons. There were a few small towns in the Norwood. Stilthig was one of them…or was it Stirling? That would be okay. Kokum was another. That would be very bad.
Two shadows were making their way along a path toward the road they were on. He slowed to hear their conversation, trying to sink back into the shadows so as not to be noticed.
A squeaky voice pierced the night air sharply. “Come on, Pike, don’t dawdle. If the Kutha gets you, you’re on your own. Serves you right. A team of snails would move faster. Maybe I’ll just hire some and have done with you.” Her words were punctuated by raspy grunts as she labored along the path. She must have been very old for walking to be that hard. It sounded like she was using a cane too; Hugo could hear the tip slapping against the underbrush as she moved.
The woman stepped through a moonbeam and Hugo caught a glimpse of her. She had a face that looked like a fish‌—‌all nose and lifted chin, with odd teeth sprouting here and there. She passed out of the light and into darkness as quickly as she had come. The man that followed her could have been a gorilla. He was tall, hairy, and walked bent low to the ground. He was pushing a little wooden wheelbarrow, which was much too small for him. It struck Hugo as very strange. It might have looked almost comical somewhere else, but in the middle of the night, it was just creepy.
“C’mon, Marchy,” said the gorilla-man in a deep, unintelligent sort of voice. “I’m’a doin’ me besties.
Hugo’s lip curled. That name…Marchy…Marchy…March…He racked his brain. He should know it.
“Hush up,” she said in a sharp whisper, and the lumbering man fell silent. “You there!” she croaked, looking straight at Hugo.
Hugo went stiff.
“Why are you skulking like that?” she demanded. “If you’re trying to knife me in the dark, you’ve got a nasty surprise waiting for you.”
“Oh, no,” Hugo said hastily, moving out from the shadows. “I mean, I’m just on my way to the inn.” He hoped there was an inn in this town. This lady gave him the creeps.
“The inn, eh?” the woman grinned. “Well, get on
your way then.”
Hugo jumped back onto the street. He thought he could hear Brinley’s soft steps beside him. He quickened his pace, not wanting to be overtaken by the old lady again. When they reached the inn, Hugo stopped. Something that smelled like sour cider was wafting from an open window and he could hear the rumble of voices inside. He paused under the sign; it had been too dark to see it from the street. A great owl was carved into the wood. It had a heart-shaped face, and there was something hanging from its talons: an emerald green salamander. His blood went cold. This was Kokum, the witches’ village. How had they come so far south? He shouldn’t be here. Not ever. Definitely not in the middle of the night, dressed like the prince of Caraway. The witches of Kokum had been the mortal enemies of his family for generations.
He turned around, but the old woman was right behind him. He remembered who she was; the March Witch had been banished to the Wizard’s Ire a hundred years ago when she was caught trying to throw his great grandfather‌—‌then a baby‌—‌into the river. If she had escaped and made it all the way to Kokum without being caught, he didn’t want to be anywhere near here. He reached up hastily and folded down his shirt collar, hiding the salamander. He might as well just introduce himself if he was going to sport the king’s crest on his clothing.
“Stay close and be quiet,” he whispered under his breath. Brinley had no way of knowing what kind of danger they were in. If she did anything that drew attention to them they would likely pay for it with their lives. He pushed the door open and ducked inside, sliding past a group of people without looking at them. He would make his way to a corner and then hope nobody noticed him. Maybe there was a back door. No, then he’d have to go through the kitchen. He sat down at a vacant table in the taproom, trying not to stand out.
He did stand out, though. Indeed, any normal person would have; the taproom was a spook alley. There was a witch with black skin and black eyes that looked like bugs had crawled into them, a witch wearing a hat with a dead hawk on it, and another witch that might have been a man. This last one had a head that looked more like a third shoulder. Hugo couldn’t look at him too long without gagging; he had a peculiar wart-like hairy bump on his neck with a yellow tooth growing out of it.
“Sneak away while you can,” he whispered to Brinley.
For a second, he thought she hadn’t heard him. Maybe she had already left. But then a hand touched his shoulder. “We’ll get out together.”
But there was no place to go. If he got up now and left just as he had come in, he was sure to be noticed. They didn’t just need to get out either, they needed to get out without being chased. After all, they were a long way from help now. Even if they could get out of the inn, there was no way they were going to escape if anyone in there figured out just who Hugo was.



Chapter Nineteen
In which Archibald fights a giant
Tabitha met Archibald halfway down the hill next to the lake. He was leading Pilfer and looking very much like a man in a hurry.
“I saw a great beast fly by,” he said excitedly, hurrying up to her. “Was it Peridot? Do you know?”
“It was Peridot,” Tabitha said. “Peridot, and the wizard Cannon, and Prince Hugo, and my friend Brinley.”
“You know Brinley?”
“Yes,” Tabitha said patiently. “I told you, she’s my friend.”
“How did my pony end up all the way out here?” Archibald asked, collecting himself.
“Oh,” Tabitha said, “We took him. He’s been wonderful, except for when Peridot roared. He didn’t like that much.”
“No,” Archibald said, “I don’t suppose he would have.”
In that moment, Tabitha and Archibald realized that they did not actually know each other, so they introduced themselves. Tabitha, who usually did not make friends easily (human friends, that is), decided that since Pilfer seemed to trust Archibald, she could too. “We have to go to Caraway Castle,” she informed him, taking the reins out of his hands and turning Pilfer around.
“Excuse me,” he said incredulously. “Whatever for?”
“Well,” she said, considering the question. She was walking ahead now, which forced Archibald to follow her. “I suppose I don’t know exactly‌—‌but Flitlitter says so.”
“Flitlitter?”
“Yes,” she said, and introduced him to the magpie on her shoulder. “Flitlitter knows lots of things. He is usually very quiet, and never brings any news. He just listens…but not today. Today he knows things.”
“Really?” Archibald asked absently. He was searching the sky for Peridot and the others. It looked like they had flown back toward the Magisterium, but he had lost them behind the clouds.
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha continued, “Flitlitter was the one that told me about Peridot in the first place.”
“Really?” Archibald said again, more interested than before.
“Yes, and now he says that we must go to the castle!”
Archibald gave a half smile. “Does he say why?”
Tabitha screwed up her mouth in concentration as Flitlitter let out a series of small, gurgling squawks.
“The king is in danger,” she interpreted.
Archibald hesitated. There was still Hugo to consider. “Do you know what has become of the prince?” he asked her.
“He’s safe,” Tabitha said. “He went with Peridot and the others.”
That was all Archibald needed to hear. Wherever they had gone, it was out of his hands now. If the king was in danger, that was where he needed to be.
“Very well,” he said, and together they turned toward the Magisterium.
***
For the first time in her life, Tabitha did not return to her tower. She wanted to, but she didn’t; she was too afraid that she would get caught up with the birds and forget to leave with Archibald when the morning came. Accordingly, she slept in a little chamber beside his. They rose early, ate a quick breakfast, and left for Caraway without delay.
It didn’t take long for them to warm up to each other; Tabitha was very curious, and Archibald loved to teach. There were many things that Tabitha knew as well, things that most people don’t‌—‌such as the secret life of birds‌—‌and Archibald was just as good a student as he was a teacher.
This was how they found themselves late in the afternoon on the day after they had separated from the others. They were walking down a forest road in the opposite direction that Archibald had come days before, and Tabitha was pointing out a magpie nest high in a tree that they were passing. She was explaining how magpie nests are often large and domed on top, and very soft inside except for the ceiling, which is left rough to let the breeze in, and how lovely they are when magpies are in them, but that they can fall into disrepair or be taken over by owls if the magpie leaves for too long.
As they were talking, they spotted the owner of the nest, and Flitlitter, who had been sitting on Pilfer’s rump and picking bugs off of him for a snack, flew into the air to greet it.
The other magpie let out a vehement squawk and Flitlitter withdrew.
“That bird seems to be very territorial,” Archibald commented.
“Something’s wrong,” Tabitha told him, looking around.
“What?”
“I don’t know‌—‌oh, look!”
Archibald looked up quickly to where she pointed, and there, high in the tree, he saw the source of the disturbance. A giant barn owl, larger than a horse, had drifted out of nowhere. Its heart-shaped face was the color of ash.
Tabitha held her breath as its wings spread outward. It held them there, white wings high against the daylight so that she could see its bones through the feathers. Its dark eyes were locked on the magpie in the nest, talons reaching out carefully.
There was a hush as the owl alighted softly on the nest. Then it turned and flew away without so much as a backward glance, the lifeless body of a magpie dangling from its talons.
“That was a very bad owl,” Tabitha said darkly.
Archibald shivered. “That was no owl.”
“What do you mean?” Tabitha asked.
“It was‌—‌”Archibald gave a small start and cut himself off. He had looked back down from the trees to find a small boy, dressed in rags, standing right beside them. He must have walked up when they were distracted by the owl. The boy was patting Pilfer on the nose. Apart from his sudden arrival, there was something in the boy’s eyes that made Archibald feel uneasy.
“Sorry,” the boy said shyly. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Just startled us, is all,” Archibald said hastily, gathering himself. “Who are you?”
The boy didn’t answer.
Tabitha was tugging at Archibald’s coat, trying to get his attention, but he shrugged her off. He didn’t want to take his eyes off the boy. “Where are you going?”
“Where are you going?” the boy repeated. “Do you have any food?”
Archibald slid a piece of cheese out of Pilfer’s saddle bag and handed it to the boy. Tabitha was still sitting behind him, tugging on his sleeve.
“Here you are,” Archibald said. “Now, where are you going?”
“Caraway Castle.”
“Really? Why? Ninebridge is closer. You could get a meal there.”
“I have to deliver something to the king.”
“You? Deliver something to the king? What?”
“A message.”
Tabitha yanked hard on his sleeve.
“What message? From whom?”
The boy bit off a piece of cheese. “From my master.”
Archibald felt a little chill. He was remembering how Cannon had described the idris. Tabitha was practically bouncing up and down behind him now.
“The boy is bad!” she whispered desperately. “Flitlitter says the boy is bad!”
Archibald dug in his heels to spur Pilfer forward, but the boy had hold of the reins too. Pilfer gave a jolt, but the boy’s grip was unnaturally strong. The pony pulled and pulled, but he could not break free.
The boy smiled. Then in the blink of an eye, he was no longer a boy. A giant stood in his place, two times the size of a normal man. His body was tall and graceful, rippled with muscle and naked except for a pair of short, sheepskin pants. He had mean eyes and a twisted face.
“GO GO GO!”
Pilfer reared up and turned, streaking off through the trees. Flitlitter took to the air and darted away‌—‌going for help, Tabitha hoped. Archibald bent close over the pony’s neck to avoid hanging branches; Tabitha was squeezing him tight from behind. They could hear the cracking of brush and branches behind them that meant they were being followed.
Tabitha screamed as Pilfer lurched forward. They plummeted down a ravine into a dry riverbed. A moment later they heard a giant clash of stone and dirt as the idris leapt down behind them.
Before he could catch them, the riverbed opened into a meadow and the giant stumbled in the afternoon sun, missing a step. That one stumble is what saved them. The giant’s outstretched fist missed Pilfer’s head and slammed into the grass instead, making a deep impression.
Archibald threw Tabitha off of the pony and turned to face the idris.
“RUN!” he bellowed. He flipped his cane over and let it slip through his hand until he held it by the very tip, swinging the heavy silver ram’s head in the air, and charged.
***
Cannon hesitated before leaving with the other mages for Caraway. After searching for Hugo for a few minutes, it had been determined that the mages would depart for Caraway while Peridot and Brinley continued the search for Hugo alone. Now Cannon was having second thoughts, but not about Hugo. He was thinking about Archibald.
“Aren’t you coming?” Belterras asked him. They had stepped out into the little garden.
“I’ll catch up with you,” Cannon said, and watched as the mages shrank out of sight in a slip of light. He caught a faint glimpse of a small yellow bird before it disappeared above the vines; a canary carrying a small, stern-looking stone. He had to admit, it was impressive that Cassis could make even a stone look stern.
Cannon felt bad for leaving Archibald behind when he had made his entrance with Peridot, and he was wondering what had become of him. On top of that, if the king truly was in danger, he knew that Archibald would never forgive himself for being anywhere else. Decision made, he wrapped the wind around him and flew.
An hour later he found Archibald fending off a giant. An idris, he realized numbly. How it had made the journey here so quickly, he could not imagine. This must be the other idris, he realized.
He dropped out of the wind next to Archibald and sent a tornado to collide with the giant’s head. “How on earth are you still alive, Archibald?” he asked, impressed. Archibald, it seemed, had been fending off the giant with nothing more than his cane and his courage.
Archibald stooped a little, breathing hard. “Sheer stubbornness, I expect.” He glanced back up at the giant, which was trying to duck out of the wind swirling around its head. “It’s high time you showed up. I don’t know how much longer I could have held him on my own.”
“I almost didn’t come at all.” Cannon raised his hands and the tornado snatched up the carcass of a dead tree. It twirled in the air and then slapped the giant several times across the face. The idris lifted one hand to block it, but the long end twisted around to attack from behind. The idris swung a huge fist toward them in retaliation and they scrambled out of the way. Archibald was surprisingly quick on his feet, Cannon thought. The older man dashed forward deftly and struck the giant just below the knee with his cane. His blow landed with a curiously loud thud, and the giant howled in pain, limping to the side. It seemed to have had enough, for it turned abruptly and ran in the opposite direction. Wind-borne rocks and sticks were still pelting its face, and Cannon gave a satisfied smile. “Interesting cane,” he commented, eyeing it curiously.
“Been in the family for years,” Archibald said, flipping it over and holding it like a cane once more. “It has come in handy more times than I could count.”
“No doubt.” Cannon raised an eyebrow. “Archibald, is something wrong?”
Archibald was casting about with a worried look on his face. “Tabitha,” he said. “The bird girl from the Magisterium. She has been my traveling companion for the last day or so, but I seem to have lost her.”
Just then they heard a high-pitched scream. They turned to stare at the place where the idris had run into the woods.
Tabitha.
Archibald ran. Cannon ran too, then leapt into the air and was carried by the wind in a jump that arced over the band of trees in front of them. Archibald ran faster. It took him a minute to make his way through the stand of trees, and by the time he did there was no idris. There was no Tabitha either, just Cannon standing there with a puzzled look on his face, holding a shoe. Tabitha’s shoe, he realized in horror.
She was gone.



Chapter Twenty
In which there is a plan
Unlike Hugo, Pike and the March Witch fit in quite nicely when they entered the little inn; their oddness was the norm here. The little company seemed to have been waiting for them, and the room fell into an expectant silence.
“Sisters,” March said, taking a place at the head of the bar. “We are all here.”
Many nods answered her, and one voice, which to Hugo’s dismay issued from the person at the little table next to him, said, “So it is true, you have returned…”
He had been trying not to look at that particular witch since he’d sat down. She wore loose fitting yellow clothing made of what he had first taken to be leather. Now, looking at it more closely, he was sure that it was human skin. An empty translucent glove was sewn onto the end of each shirtsleeve, and the nails were still on the ends of the fingers. The witch had a voice like a whisper, but it carried to every corner of the taproom. Hugo got the sense that even some of the other witches felt uneasy at hearing her speak. “How did you do this thing?”
March nodded in acknowledgment of her question, then spoke to the room at large.
“Sisters, is the coven proved?”
Hugo paled as a half a dozen faces turned to him and pointed their fingers.
“He is a stranger here,” someone said.
Hugo jumped to his feet. “Sorry,” he said, and half ran to the door. “I’ll go.”
The March Witch gave a cackling laugh. “Sit him down,” she said. “He stays.”
Strong hands grabbed Hugo, forcing him into a chair. His hand went to the sword at his waist, but it was gone. He tried to stand up again and received a slap in the face that stung like lightning. “Rise again and I’ll take your head off, boy.” He blinked. The woman who had slapped him was burlier than any man he’d ever seen. She had no teeth, no hair, and no shirt. She held his sword casually in one hand. He decided to stay where he was.
“There,” the whisper witch said, drawing them all to a shuddering silence again. “Now that that’s settled. How did you escape?”
The March Witch gave her a withering look, but relented.
“Long ago,” she began, “when the world was young, the gods gave power to the mages. Only one man opposed them. He fought to keep power out of the hands of the mages. His name was Shael.”
Hugo shuddered. He had heard the story before, but he knew hearing it from the March Witch herself would be different.
“We know our history, March,” the whisper witch hissed. “Get on with it.”
March fixed her with a deadly stare. She raised a finger and the whisper witch straightened suddenly in her chair, shaking in silent pain as if invisible arms were jostling her head. Eventually, a single drop of blood oozed from one eye. March lowered her finger and the other woman slumped forward onto the table, breathing hard.
“The history of Shael is my history,” March said proudly. “I will tell it when I want.
“Shael was the first to lead away the Mage of Light and Darkness. Taluva fell, long ago, and victory was almost ours‌—‌but the light survived. The gods gave the mages a guardian. A Magemother,”
she sneered, “to protect them. Lux Tennebris was born to replace Taluva, and Shael was banished to the Wizard’s Ire to wither and die.” She paused, looking around the room with a hungry expression. Hugo could tell she had waited a long time for this telling.
“Shael was my father,” she said. Hugo jumped at this, but he was the only one. Apparently this was common knowledge. No doubt this is why they respected her so much.
“I took up his work when he was taken from me,” she went on briskly. “I worked on Lux day after day, pushing the dark in him to the breaking point.” She paused. “As you know,” she said, “the Magemother caught me‌—‌banished me to the Ire.” Her face was white as a sheet. “You cannot know the horrors of that place!” She grew silent, remembering, and after a moment whispers broke out among the other witches.
“But Tennebris was already mine,” she said loudly, causing instant silence. “He came for me, and for the beasts.”
“What beasts?” the broad witch who guarded Hugo asked eagerly.
“The Kutha?” the hawk-head witch asked. “I saw it in these very woods.”
“No,” the bug-eyed witch said. “An idris. I have heard rumor that an idris has come out of the Ire.”
“Two idris,” the toothy witch broke in. “I heard that two escaped.”
March waved her hand, bringing their attention back to her. “You are all right,” she said. “Two idris, and the Kutha.”
“War is coming!” someone whispered excitedly.
“Silence!” March broke in. “Tennebris has overcome Lux. The darkness in him has overcome the light. Surely you have noticed your own powers growing!”
There were nods and whispers of agreement from around the room.
“The time for open war has not yet come,” March said. “Shael has not yet escaped the bonds that hold him in the Wizard’s Ire.”
Hugo felt slightly relieved at that, but it did not last for long; March looked as if she were winding up for something else.
The witch drew herself up proudly. “Shael requires our assistance,” she said. “We must aid Lord Tennebris in an attack against the Paradise King.”
Several of the witches cackled in excitement.
“We cannot hope to succeed in such an attack.” the whisper witch said flatly, stifling the enthusiasm of the others. “The mages are sure to come to the aid of the king, and we cannot stand against the mages. They are too powerful.”
March’s eyes shot toward her. “Only two mages remain,” she said. “They will be no match for all of us together. Besides, that is the whole point of the attack.”
“You seek to lure the mages into battle?” the whisper witch asked darkly.
“Yes,” March explained. “The power that keeps my father bound in the Wizard’s Ire flows through the mages. If our attack results in the death of even one mage, the sacrifice will be worth it, for he will be a step closer to freedom.
The whisper witch looked skeptical. “Perhaps,” she said.
“What about the Magemother?” a voice asked. Hugo could not see clearly who had spoken. His heart nearly stopped a second later when he realized that it had been Brinley. He hoped that nobody else tried too hard to find the source of the question.
March smiled again. “Tennebris has already destroyed her.”
“Dead?” the whisper witch asked, sounding surprised.
“Nearly. She escaped Tennebris with the help of her pet, Peridot, and the Wind Mage‌—‌”
Several of the witches hissed disapprovingly.
“‌—‌but he struck her a fatal blow,” March said, practically glowing. “She will not last long, and Animus cannot protect her forever.”
“What next?” a voice called, and other excited calls joined it, punctuated by cheers.
“Where do we strike? When?”
“Silence!” March commanded, and the witches obeyed.
“Lord Tennebris will strike the king’s city at noon tomorrow. We,” she said, “will give him a little offering tonight, and meet him on the field of battle tomorrow!”
Cheers spread through the room.
“What gift?” someone said. “What will we offer?”
“Him,” March said as she leveled her finger at Hugo. “Hugo Paradise. We will give our lord a little Paradise king to play with.”



Chapter Twenty-One
In which something amazing happens
Archibald told her to run, so she did. She ran until she thought that she was far enough away to be out of danger, and then she waited. She waited for what seemed like forever, only to realize that she didn’t know what she was waiting for. The danger could be over by now, but she would have no way of knowing. Archibald wouldn’t know where she was. There was nothing to be done except make her way back the way that she had come.
She got five steps before the idris came pelting through the trees in front of her, rubbing its face and looking furious. It didn’t notice her right away, small as she was. Perhaps if she had been thinking, she could have slipped away without being noticed at all. But her mind was on something else. She was looking at its face, all covered in fresh cuts and bruises, and wondering if it might let her make a salve for it from the geneberry bush that stood beside her. Probably not, she thought, as it noticed her finally.
She moved to dive under the bush, then stopped herself and ran instead, but it was no use hiding after she’d already been spotted. She tripped on a large stone and squawked as her big toe lit up with pain and her ankle bent backward. She stumbled and her shoe slipped off.
She scanned the ground as she ran, trying not to trip over any more rocks. Then she had an idea. She bent down and scooped up a rock like the one she had tripped on and turned to hurl it at the idris. She dropped it in shock and it almost landed on his toe. He was right behind her! He lunged for her and she dove between his legs. She picked up another rock and lobbed it at the back of his head. It struck there with a reassuring crack, but she knew it would do little more than make him angry. She needed to get away, and fast. She ran for the trees, hoping that if she couldn’t outrun him, she might be able to outmaneuver him.
It worked for a minute or so. Then she ran out of space to run. The trees thinned out and the ground sloped away, ending in a long, sharp drop into a deep canyon. It was pretty, she thought, but very inconvenient. She turned around to backtrack, but she was too late; the idris had already emerged from the woods and was advancing on her.
In that moment, her fear left her, and she became angry. She thought of the little boy that the idris had been before it had transformed. She put her hands on her hips and glared up at it. “Stop!” she said sternly. “What do you want with me?”
The idris stopped. It looked less like an animal then, less fierce, less crazed. It straightened up.
“There,” Tabitha said. “That’s better.” As Master Lumps had taught her, animals (and people) will often rise or fall to meet your expectations.
The idris regarded her silently.
“What do you want with me?” she said again.
The idris responded, its voice low now, grizzly and gnarled, not at all like the voice of the child. “I take you to Tennebris,” it said, pointing at her.
“Why?” she asked curiously.
“You are a mage.” It took a step forward.
“No,” she said patiently. She spoke to it the way she would talk to a baby. That was the way to calm wild things.
“Mage!” it said again, jabbing a huge finger at her. It took another step forward.
“No mage,” she said slowly. “Student.”
“Mage,” it said again. “I take you to Tennebris.”
She didn’t know who Tennebris was, but she was sure she didn’t want to go anywhere with the idris. She backed up until her heels hung over the edge of the precipice.
It stepped forward again cautiously. “We go now,” it said, stepping even closer, bending toward her. “You no magicking me. Okay?”
“No,” she said firmly, and stepped backward off the cliff.
The idris grunted and walked forward, confused. Master wouldn’t be happy. He didn’t like the mages, and this girl was a mage no matter what she said. He could smell it. He leaned over the edge. There was nothing but flat cliff face for hundreds of feet, and a little river at the bottom, winding through rock. There was a small ledge, right below, but it was very small. He doubted even the girl was small enough to walk it. He followed it carefully with his eye, but it shrunk and faded away to nothing a few feet in either direction. He shaded his eyes with his hand. No girl falling. No girl’s body at the bottom. He looked down the river. No girl’s body floating down the river. He scratched his head. Where did she go?
Tabitha was crouching in a little cave right beneath the idris. She hoped that he wouldn’t see it. She hadn’t seen it. She had dropped to the little ledge because she couldn’t think of anything else to do, and there it was, a perfect little cave, just right for hiding in. She crouched there now, her hands covering her mouth, afraid she might make a noise and give herself away. She could hear the idris breathing right above her. He might be able to reach her if he tried. She hoped he would not.
It felt like she waited there forever. Then, eventually, the idris seemed to sigh. Its breathing disappeared, and she thought she might have heard the faint creak of stone as it walked away. Maybe she had imagined it though. Maybe it was still up there, trying to lure her out. Was that a quiet breath she heard? Maybe it was just the wind. She waited for what felt like an hour before checking (it was really twelve minutes, but it’s hard to judge time when you are alone, afraid, and hiding from a monster).
She took a hesitant step onto the ledge, holding her breath. She breathed a sigh of relief, and opened her eyes…and screamed. Iron-like fingers clamped shut around her waist and lifted her into the air.
“Help!” she cried. “Help me! Archibald! Someone, help!”
Her screams seemed vain after a moment, and she stopped. The hand around her waist was only getting tighter, and nobody was coming. The idris was walking through the forest now, holding her at his side like a rag doll. She winced painfully, her body jostling up and down with each giant step the idris took. She hardly noticed when a sparrow landed on her arm. She blinked at it a second later. “Hardly!” she exclaimed. (Yes, that was his name‌—‌he had come to the tower two summers ago, and she had named him that because, though he stayed for weeks, there was hardly anything wrong with him.) “Can you help me, Hardly?”
Hardly said nothing. Then he flew away. She hoped that meant yes.
After a few minutes the idris stopped at the foot of a little river. Tabitha opened her eyes, wondering why. The giant seemed afraid. It was looking around, and its grip on her was loosening ever so slightly.
The forest floor went dark.
They both looked up then, she and the idris, his big hairy hand shading his eyes from the sun. A second later, the sun itself had disappeared behind the shadow that was gathering above the trees.
“Birds,” the idris whispered. He was right. It looked like all the birds in the world were gathering above them. Bluebirds, finches, golden larks, seagulls, night jays. Some of them she recognized from her tower, but many were strangers. Out in front, leading the tremendous flock, was Flitlitter, with Hardly flying right alongside.
The idris grunted and ran, which seemed to be what the birds were waiting for. Like the tail of a tornado, a line of birds broke free from the swarm and dove at him. They split apart across his face, his arms, his legs, swarming around him like a cloud of bees, their tiny beaks and claws needling his skin. He screamed and dropped Tabitha, shielding his face with his hands. A giant pelican caught the collar of her shirt before she fell three feet, and a score of other birds were there to help an instant later, including, she realized with delight, the little family of starlings from her tower. They were flying again! Soon she was rising through the air instead of falling, birds catching hold of every inch of her clothes, lifting her into the sky. An albatross tried to grab hold of her hair to help, but it was startled away by her squawk of pain.
The forest was beneath them now. The idris’s screams were growing fainter. The birds seemed to be taking her somewhere. Where, she couldn’t guess, but they were still rising, high into the air, birds holding her up by shirtsleeves and socks and bootlaces. She forgot all about the idris. They were going so fast! She laughed and spread her arms, feeling like a bird in a giant flock of birds. It was like being part of some wild, multicolored flying dream! They reached a wall of clouds and broke through, vaulting high above a plane of white and sunshine that few people ever see. It was utterly silent. The sun was so close that the chill air felt almost warm. Nothing could ever be wrong up here, she knew. Here, she would always be safe…If only she could stay here forever, like a bird, with eyes wide enough to see the wind, and wings strong enough to wander through heaven.
One by one, the birds let her go. She flailed her arms wildly at first, thinking that she would fall. But she did not fall. She flew‌—‌beside the other birds, her own new wings spread wide against the sky. She had wings! Had she always? She tried hard to remember. No, she hadn’t. She wasn’t a bird at all. Not really. She was a girl‌—‌Tabitha, Brinley’s friend, the birds’ friend‌—‌the birds! She could hear their voices now, clearer than ever. Their dreams, their fears, their old, small knowings.
Flitlitter flew away. The magpie had other things to do, Tabitha knew. Besides, she was safe now; the other birds would take care of her. Her little family of starlings drifted beside her. They would follow her for some time, she knew. She had saved them, and now they had helped save her, and neither she nor they would be quick to forget it.
The birds banked left and she banked with them. She knew where they were going. They were being called together by the Earth Mage, he who spoke the language of earth and listened to the dreams of birds. There was a battle somewhere, and he was calling all living things together to help. She would go with them.
She belonged with them.



Chapter Twenty-Two
In which Hugo is tempted
That night was the darkest of Hugo’s life. He was dragged from the inn and bound hand and foot with cords, then thrust into a brown canvas sack and dumped on the ground in the center of a little clearing. The bag was tied tightly above his head and he sat there, silence all around him, his heart threatening to burst out of his chest. His gut told him that the witches were still there.
They were. They stood around him in a wide semicircle, watching the sky. If Hugo could have seen, he would have been much more frightened than he already was. The Kutha soared out of the night and landed between him and the witches. To Hugo, it sounded like nothing more than a faint rustle of the night.
“Mighty Kutha,” March intoned solemnly, “take our gift to the master.”
Hugo heard someone scream. His heart sank. It sounded like Brinley.
“Silence,” March hissed.
Hugo tried to peek through the top of the bag, but it was shut tightly. Surely the Kutha couldn’t be there already.
His question was answered as he was lifted smoothly into the air. He cried out in shock and heard the witches break out in laughter below him. He had a mental image of the earth dropping away below him, the sinister owl carrying him up into the air where he would be totally at its mercy. Would it take him to Tennebris as they said, or would it simply drop him from the sky onto some sharp rocks and have done with him?
This last thought was more than enough to set him moving. He squirmed and wriggled, trying to loosen the ropes around his hands and legs. He felt the bird tip slightly in the air, no doubt his shifting about had unbalanced the Kutha’s flight. A giant talon gripped him around the chest in retaliation, squeezing him until all the air was gone from his lungs.
“Okay,” he wheezed, but hardly any sound came out. The Kutha must have understood, because it released him. He coughed and sputtered, rubbing his ribs awkwardly to make sure that they were all in one piece.
The second time around, he was much more careful. He curled up gradually, as far as he could, bending his knees so slowly that the Kutha didn’t notice. He found that he could just barely slip his fingers into the top of his boot. He smiled in satisfaction. He had kept a small knife in his boot ever since he overheard a knight talking about the practice over supper. If he ever got back, Hugo was going to buy that knight the finest boot knife in the world as a thank you gift.
He slipped the blade out gingerly. He didn’t like the idea of dropping it in this position. Things were bad enough flying through the air in a confined space without a sharp knife bouncing around in the dark. It took a minute, but he was able to saw through the ropes on his hands and wriggle free. Then he freed his legs. When he was done, he cut a tiny slit in the bag to peek through.
He couldn’t believe it. He seemed to be flying among the stars. He got a glimpse of the world below him, but they were so high up that nothing was distinguishable besides a hazy film of green and blue. Where were they going?
The Kutha turned then, and Hugo had to stifle a little gasp. He had heard stories about the Magemother’s private home on the moon, but as far as he knew, nobody besides her ever went there. It was said that only the mages and the Magemother herself possessed the power to travel to it. As far as he knew he was the first person ever to see it. No, he reminded himself, Archibald had seen it. Despite the danger, he felt a thrill of excitement. That would make him only the second person to see the Magemother’s home.
The Kutha banked slightly and Hugo caught a faint glimpse of glass towers before everything went dark outside the sack. He guessed they had gone inside the castle. They were actually in the Magemother’s home! In his excitement, Hugo had temporarily forgotten what was waiting for him at the end of the journey. It came back to him as the Kutha dropped him on a hard surface with a bone cracking thump, and he heard an empty voice say, “What’s this?”
“A gift from the March Witch,” the voice read softly, brushing the top of the bag. The witches must have left a note. The rope was untied quickly, and the bag fell to the floor around his feet as he crouched. Lux stood over him.
“Hugo Paradise!”
Hugo stared up at the face in surprise. He was not frightening, as Hugo had expected. He looked like the bright, shining mage that he had grown up seeing in his father’s council chambers.
“Hello, Hugo.”
“What do you want?” Hugo asked the mage warily.
“What do you want?” Lux said, taking a step back and gesturing in a friendly way. “Didn’t you want to talk to me?”
“What do you mean? I was captured. Your monster brought me here. What do you want?” Are you going to kill me? That is what he wanted to ask, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it.
Lux shook his head, looking more concerned than dangerous. “No, no, Hugo. You’ve got it all wrong. It is you that wanted to talk to me. Remember? You have questions. Questions about magic. Haven’t you been wanting to talk to me?”
Hugo swallowed, remembering. He had wished that. He was a fool for wishing that. “How did you know?” he asked.
“I know,” Lux said simply. “I can feel it when my presence is needed.”
Hugo was silent, trying to figure out what was going on.
“I sense you have second thoughts,” Lux mused. “But why? Do I frighten you?”
Hugo shrugged. He was frightened, but there was no sense in admitting it.
“I do.” Lux nodded to himself. He didn’t sound angry, though. If anything he sounded compassionate. “That is to be expected of one who knows so little of magic.”
Hugo bristled. He might not be magic, but he knew more about the subject than half the students at the Magisterium probably did. “I know,” he faltered. Now that he was trying to say it, it was difficult to put into words. “I know you have bad in you.”
Lux smiled. “‘Bad.’ Yes, I suppose. But that’s who I am, you see. It’s my job.” He hesitated, looking slightly uncomfortable. “I regret that you had to see me like that with Archibald. I was having…a difficult moment. I assure you, you do not need to fear me.”
Hugo fidgeted. He didn’t feel assured at all.
“You and I have things to discuss,” Lux went on, circling around so that Hugo’s back was to the center of the room. It was almost like Lux was trying to keep him from looking there. He started to look over his shoulder. There was something big behind him, like a wall, but made of wind.
“Hugo!” Lux barked. “Look at me!”
Hugo glanced back at Lux. “What is that?” he asked.
“Something I’ll explain momentarily,” the mage said, waving his hand. “We have things to discuss first, and I don’t want you getting distracted.”
“We do?” Hugo asked, perplexed. “What?”
“How to become a mage.”
Hugo’s pulse quickened. He felt his mouth go dry. What was going on? Was this just coincidence? Could Lux read his mind?
His thoughts were interrupted as something brushed his face. A breeze, he thought, a brisk night wind. Then he could see the wind, and he knew it must be something else. He turned to see a ghostly form detach itself from the wall behind him. The wall, he saw, was made of wind. So was the person who had stepped from it. Hugo knew who this must be. There was only one person in the world who could do things like that with the wind.
“Animus,” Lux said cordially. “Nice of you to join us.”
Animus ignored him, turning his back on Lux and facing Hugo. “Do not listen to him,” Animus whispered.
The Wind Mage was very old. His body was beginning to bend with age and his beard was tattered around the edges, but despite his ghostlike appearance there was a striking quality to him. It was power, Hugo thought. It hung about him just like it did Lux. But with Animus it seemed like a lighter, cleaner thing.
Hugo jumped as Lux swept his hand through the face of the Wind Mage, dispersing his features.
“Too busy to come in person?” Lux mocked, waving his hand through Animus’s chest now. “Something important taking up all your time?” He leaned in to whisper in Animus’s ear. “Why are you resisting me? You know it’s only a matter of time.”
Animus continued to ignore him, focusing his gaze on Hugo. “Do not listen to him,” he said firmly. “He cannot help you. You must speak with the Magemother.”
“Why?” Hugo asked. “What are you two talking about?”
Animus looked down, sighing. “This is not the way for you to find out,” he said.
“I want to talk with you about your power,
Hugo,” Lux said solemnly, drawing Hugo’s attention again.
“My power?”
“Yes,” Lux said with a smile. “There is magic in you, Hugo, just as you have always dreamed. I know you can feel it. I can
help you. I will help you to find it. I know the way. Once I was a boy such as you! You could be a mage someday.”
Something stirred inside of Hugo. Could it be true? Could Archibald have been wrong?
“Do not listen to him,” Animus said, stepping in front of Lux again. “He wraps the truth in lies. A mage you may become, but only with the Magemother’s aid. That is her work.”
“I don’t understand,” Hugo began. Lux interrupted him.
“Mages do not live forever, Hugo,” he said. “Eventually they die. Eventually they need to be replaced. Few people have the capacity to become a mage, and you are one of those few. Look inside. Haven’t you always known it?”
Hugo felt confused. “Is he telling the truth?”
Animus looked uncomfortable. “Perhaps,” he said. “It is uncertain. Only the Magemother can decide. You should not listen to him.”
Lux scowled, waving his hand through the Wind Mage’s face again. “Be gone,” he said coldly. “The boy and I are trying to have a conversation.” He turned back to Hugo. “I am offering you help. You don’t know who you are, what you are capable of, Hugo. I have watched you for years. Why do you think I spend so much time at the castle? If your father did not keep you so isolated from all things magical, perhaps we could have begun our friendship sooner.”
“He means you harm,” Animus warned. “He cannot help you. He will seek to use you to his advantage, nothing else.”
Hugo looked at Lux. Everything he had learned from Archibald flooded into his mind. He thought of the things that he had overheard in Kokum. Had the darkness truly overcome the light? He stepped closer to Lux, peering into his eyes. He thought of the stories of wise old men reading people’s souls through their eyes.
It wasn’t working. He couldn’t tell. In the end he decided to trust his gut.
“I don’t believe you,” Hugo said.
Lux frowned. And then, suddenly, he wasn’t Lux anymore. He wasn’t the gleaming, light-filled mage of his youth. Nor was he Lux Tennebris, the half light, half dark Lux. This man was all darkness. Two dark and empty eyes stared out at him, and when he spoke his voice sounded dead, like it wouldn’t echo even in a cave.
“Leave us,” Lux whispered to Animus. He put a finger into the wind body, and something black issued from it.
“Run,” Animus whispered to Hugo. Then he winced in pain as his wind-body dispersed, drifting back to join the wall of wind behind them. Hugo examined it for the first time and saw that the real Animus was suspended in the center of the wall. He was creating the wind, Hugo realized, forming the wall. Wind spun out from his hands and feet and sides like light from the sun. Hugo wondered what was behind that wall. What was he guarding?
“What do you think your father will pay for your safe return?” Tennebris asked, bringing his head back around viciously. The mage’s face was contorting in a way that made Hugo feel queasy‌—‌a smile, he realized. “Do you think he will give up the kingdom in exchange for you? Perhaps I won’t have to fight him at all.”
“Not likely.”
“No,” Tennebris said, voice becoming carefully gentle now. “That’s right, your father doesn’t particularly care for you, does he?”
“That’s not true,” Hugo said automatically. He was trying to back away from Tennebris, but the other man was advancing.
“Of course it is,” Tennebris said smoothly. “He makes you spend all your time with dusty old teachers. He keeps you confined to the castle when all you want is to leave. You want to go to the Magisterium and learn to become a mage. Well, that future is gone now.”
Hugo felt his face go hot. He took another step back, tripping over something soft. He glanced down hurriedly. The floor was covered with something. Something black and soft.
“I could have taught you, Hugo,” Tennebris said seriously, regaining Hugo’s attention. “I wasn’t lying.”
Hugo stopped retreating. “It’s not worth it,” he said bravely.
Tennebris looked taken aback. “Do I repulse you so? The Magemother made me what I am today. Don’t you trust her? Don’t you trust the ways of nature? Someone must give evil a place to live.” Tennebris paused, nostrils flaring as he calmed himself. “There is no reason,” he said kindly, “that the people of Aberdeen cannot still have a Paradise king to rule them. You could be both king and mage. I could teach you.”
Hugo shook himself. He was almost listening. Tennebris had become gentle again, like Lux, and he was saying nice things, but it was still Tennebris. “No,” he said softly. Then more firmly, “No.” He stood up as tall as he could, though Tennebris still towered over him. “I don’t want to learn from you. You’ll just make me like you are! I‌—‌I’d rather die.” Hugo took a quick breath, gathering speed. “I heard the witches say you killed Lux, and you killed the Magemother!”
“Ah,” Tennebris said. “Yes and no. She will die, and I did that, but she is not dead yet. She fled from this place in the form of a magpie.” He took a step and something crunched under his foot with a sickening sound. Hugo looked down at it and felt a little dizzy. The floor was strewn with the bodies of magpies‌—‌there must have been hundreds of them. “Ugh,” he said, reeling. “That’s disgusting.”
“Yes,” Tennebris agreed, lips curling into a snarl. “The Kutha has been hunting for her.”
Hugo remembered how he had seen the Kutha attack the magpie in the forest. He felt himself start to sweat. What if that had been the Magemother? “You’re a monster,” he said softly. “You’ll never find her.”
“Oh, but I will,” Tennebris responded quietly. “Eventually she must return to this place.” With a shout, Tennebris took him by the throat, spinning him around to face the wind-wall. The ancient Wind Mage was still suspended in the midst of it. Animus looked ill, pale, like he was on the verge of death.
“Are you doing that to him?” Hugo asked, straining against the fingers at his throat. Strange, he thought vaguely, that in his moment of need the main thing he felt was concern for Animus.
Tennebris sneered. “It is difficult for him to keep me out. It wears on him. It takes all of his energy to resist me, to keep her from me. Let’s see if he will come down for you, shall we?” He lifted Hugo into the air.
Hugo kicked out wildly. He couldn’t breathe.
“Will you save him, Animus? Your little wind ghost won’t do the trick, you know. You’ll have to come down here.”
Hugo scrunched his legs up and took the knife from his boot, twisting to plunge it into Tennebris’s stomach, but the mage caught his wrist and ripped the knife away with surprising strength. Tennebris dropped him, then slapped him so hard across the face that he fell to the floor. When he got back up again, Tennebris was advancing on him, twirling the boot knife in his hand. Hugo stared at it. It was growing, changing, as if under some dark spell. In a matter of seconds the little knife lengthened, twisted once, and turned from bright silver to black. Tennebris bent down and lifted Hugo again, holding the twisted black sword against his cheek.
“Well, Animus,” he called again. “Will you save him? Or will you watch him die?”



Chapter Twenty-Three
In which Brinley cuts a deal with a shady character
When she saw the Kutha dropping out of the sky toward Hugo, Brinley let out a scream and pounced on the witch closest to her. She had no idea what she was doing, but she had to do something. She couldn’t just stand by and let the witches give Hugo to that monster.
“Silence!” March hissed.
The witch that she had attacked spun Brinley to the ground. The next second, Brinley received a blow to the stomach that knocked the wind out of her. When the pressure didn’t go away, she looked up.
The whisper witch stood over her, foot planted firmly in her gut, pinning her to the ground. “Move and die,” she said.
Brinley was forced to watch as Hugo was carried into the sky. When he was gone, the witches all turned to March, who addressed them in a loud voice. “Gather your beasts! Gather your strength! Tomorrow we ride to the king’s city!”
The witches cheered. Many of them ran into the woods, while a few walked back through town. March stopped in front of the whisper witch, who was still standing with her foot on Brinley. “How dare you stand up to me in front of the others!” she spat. She slapped the whisper witch hard in the face.
Brinley heard a snarling sound and March took a step back. The whisper witch’s cat, it seemed, had come to her defense. “Agh, death and dirt!” The cat was hanging from her arm. It was gray with a white patch under one eye, and no matter how she shook it, it would not come off. March’s hand lit up with a pale green light and she slapped the cat. It fell to the ground without a sound, and she turned back to the whisper witch. “Today it’s just your stupid cat that dies. Don’t give me a reason to add you to the pile.” She looked over her shoulder as she walked away. “Father would be ashamed of you, Habis.”
The witch called Habis didn’t move or say anything. She waited until the clearing was completely deserted, then bent down and picked Brinley up by her hair. “Who are you?” she snarled. “What are you doing here?”
“Ouch!” Brinley cried. “Put me down!”
“A little girl,” Habis said.
“Put me down or I’ll scream!”
“A stupid little girl. Go ahead, scream. Everyone here would kill you quicker than I will.” The witch released her and she fell to the ground.
“I could kill you now,” she said, “but it occurs to me that we might be able to help each other.”
Brinley looked up into Habis’s face. She hardly looked trustworthy. She was old and pale, and something about her robe made Brinley’s skin crawl. “I don’t want to help you,” she said. “You’re a‌—‌a witch.”
“Fine,” she said, and drew out a long, pale knife.
Brinley stared at it. She was going to die. The witch was going to kill her after all! She was going to die just like the cat. “Wait,” she said. Even as she did so, she knew it was a bad idea. “How can we help each other?”
“Hold out your hands.”
Brinley did.
The witch reached into her sleeve and pulled out a long black snake, which she draped across Brinley’s arms.
“What are you doing?” Brinley shrieked.
“Relax. It’s just to hold you.”
That didn’t exactly make Brinley relax. She held her breath fearfully as the snake wound itself around her wrists quickly, clamping them together. When it had finished, it stretched out its triangular head and stared her in the face.
“This is Jax. He won’t hurt you unless you try to escape. Now, follow me.” She walked toward the forest. She paused when she came to her cat. Reaching inside her robe, she pulled out a tiny black bottle and bent over to hold it next to the cat’s head. To Brinley’s amazement, the cat was sucked into the bottle, head first. It disappeared with a pop, and Habis placed the bottle back into her robes. A second later, she had disappeared into the bushes.
Brinley was surprised to find herself alone. She glanced around. Maybe she could make a run for it right now!
The snake hissed and tightened painfully around her arms. Her wrists felt like they were going to break. The snake opened its mouth to reveal two fangs like yellow needles. “Let’sssss go, girl,” it said. “We don’t want to keep the misssstress waiting.”
Brinley gave a shout of alarm and dashed after Habis, trying not to look at the snake’s beady black eyes. She caught up with the witch and followed her through the woods until they came to a bubbling creek that wound through the trees. The creek led to a crevice in the side of a rock wall. Brinley stopped, but Habis kept walking. When the witch reached the wall, the rock groaned and the crack widened to the size of a door, allowing her through. Brinley hurried in after her, reminded oddly of the automatic doors at supermarkets back home.
The inside of Habis’s cave was not the dank, creepy hole that Brinley had expected. It was actually quite nice. There was a fireplace, a couple of cushy armchairs, and a wide workbench littered with all manner of papers and strange items. There was a pile of alligator-skin paper covered in spidery writing, a set of glass beakers filled with strange fluids, and a box of white mice all tumbling over one another.
Behind Brinley, the stone doorway shut with a groan.
“Thank you, Jax,” Habis said, and the snake uncoiled itself and dropped to the floor, after which Habis took a mouse out of the box and tossed it to him.
“Now,” she went on, “first things first.” She brought the little black bottle out of her robe and uncapped it, dumping the cat onto the counter. It lay there, limp. The witch picked a thorny looking berry from a small plant in the corner and stuffed it into the cat’s mouth.
“Isn’t it dead?” Brinley asked.
“Not if I can help it,” she said shortly. “These bottles are a talent of mine‌—‌naptraps, I call them‌—‌they are a prison really, a tiny holding cell…not very nice to be in, but they stop time. This one,” she said, indicating the cat, “was barely alive when he went in, so he is still barely alive. And that’s enough for me to work with. With a little know-how, almost anything can be mended.”
She walked to a large cabinet and withdrew a little cup. “Now, as for you, I need to see you.” She filled it with what looked like flour.
“Not again,” Brinley muttered, but it was too late. Luckily, Habis was more careful than Cannon had been, sprinkling the flour over her head instead of flinging it in her face.
“AHH! It can’t be. Surely you cannot still be so young!”
“What?”
“Of course not. What am I saying? You are the daughter. Yes, the daughter that went missing so long ago. She hid you, and now you’re back. Am I right?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brinley said, backing away.
“Jax!” Habis shouted. “Hold her fast! This girl is the Magemother’s daughter. I’d bet your life on it! She’s the spitting image of her mother.”
The snake slithered out from beneath a rug and leapt into the air, wrapping itself around Brinley’s arms again. She screamed.
“Shut up, girl!” Habis spat. She pushed Brinley into one of the armchairs. “Tell me everything. Do not lie to me! I’ll know it if you do. If you are the Magemother’s daughter, then I’d rather not kill you, but I will if you can’t behave.”
Brinley stopped shouting. The snake, she realized, wasn’t squeezing her that hard, and Habis wasn’t going to kill her. Why she wasn’t, Brinley didn’t know. It didn’t make sense. This was a witch, after all. Hadn’t she just helped capture Hugo? “Why?” she said, voicing her question. It wasn’t a full question, but Habis seemed to understand.
“Why don’t I want to kill you? Ah…well, that’s complicated. I’m afraid we will have to hear your story first. Out with it.”
Brinley started from the beginning. Surprisingly, Habis made for a good audience; she kept quiet for the entire story. Once, when Brinley was describing her meeting with the mages, Habis’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t say anything. Brinley left out some details, not wanting to give Habis any information that might harm the mages. No doubt, she had already told the witch too much, but then, maybe not. The more time Brinley spent with her, the more she suspected that Habis didn’t really mean her any harm. Sometime in the middle of Brinley’s story, the cat’s tail twitched. Habis picked it up and set it in her lap. Ever since, she had been slowly massaging it all over, and now the cat was standing and stretching as if nothing particularly bad had happened to it. Surely a person who cared for something like that couldn’t be all bad. She hoped she was right.
“You mentioned a bell,” Habis said when Brinley had finished her story. “Do you have this bell?”
Brinley squirmed. She did, of course, but she was in no mind to show it to the witch. It had been her mother’s, after all.
Habis held out her hand. “Give it here. I promise I will return it to you after I examine it.”
Grudgingly, Brinley obliged.
Habis turned the tiny silver bell over in her fingers, examining it with utmost care. “This is my work‌—‌a summoning bell. Very few of them were ever made‌—‌four to be exact, and I made all of them.
“You made this?” Brinley said, surprised.
“Of course I did,” Habis sniffed. “Who else do you suppose could do such a thing? My sister? Bah! She couldn’t make a broom sweep the floor for her if her life hung in the balance. As for the others…” She rolled her eyes. “Well, they are young.” She looked back at the bell. “Yes, I
made this. I made it for your mother, to summon you when the time came.”
“I don’t understand,” Brinley protested, feeling confused again. “Hugo said it was to summon the Magemother.”
Habis waved her hand. “That was a different bell entirely. Archibald must have found this one and mistaken it for the other. But that’s beside the point. This bell is the proof I needed. Proof that you are the Magemother’s daughter.”
Brinley stared at her. “But how do you know‌—‌”
“Quiet! It is enough that I know. She hid you in another world‌—‌smart. It’s what I would have done.” She watched Brinley quietly for a minute, thinking. “You are the Magemother’s daughter, and nobody has told you what that means. Stupid of you to be walking around so ignorant in these parts, isn’t it?”
Brinley, who had been about to ask another question, shut her mouth. Did Habis have the answers she was looking for? Was this where she would find out the truth?”
“Yes,” Habis said, as if reading her thoughts. “Good, isn’t it? I’ll tell you what you need to know. I wouldn’t normally, but this is a once in a lifetime opportunity.”
Brinley shivered with anticipation. This was it. She was finally going to learn the truth!
“Listen carefully,” Habis began. “It’s a long story and I’m only going to tell it once, so don’t interrupt me.”
Brinley stayed quiet.
“Good.” Habis set the cat on the ground and folded her arms thoughtfully. “This world is governed by seven mages. They rule the seven elements. Do you know this already?”
Brinley shook her head.
Habis grunted. “The seventh mage is the most important. He governs light and darkness, good and evil, and he has been corrupted. It’s happened before, and it will probably happen again. It may destroy the world. That’s what my sister wants. The gods that gave power to the mages also gave them a guardian, the Magemother. The Magemother is your mother. Someday you will be the Magemother.”
“What?” Brinley asked, startled. “How do you know that?”
“Everything gives birth to its own kind, girl,” Habis said. “Dogs to dogs, cats to cats, gods to gods, and Magemothers to Magemothers. It’s common sense. Don’t they have common sense on whatever world you grew up on?”
“I suppose so.”
“Say,” Habis said curiously, “where did she hide you anyway? On what world?”
“Earth.”
“Ert!” The witch sat up. “Really? Interesting choice…not where I would have sent you. Too cushy. But I see why she picked it.”
“What do you mean too cushy?”
“Well,” Habis said, rolling her eyes, “Earth is one of the god planets, isn’t it?”
Brinley stared at her blankly. “God planets?”
“Yes. They say the people there are the offspring of God.”
Brinley felt a little uneasy. Her father didn’t take her to church very often. Sometimes they went on Christmas, but that was it. She didn’t feel qualified to talk about things like this. “Well, some people say that, I guess.”
“It must be a wondrous place,” Habis went on excitedly. “With baby gods growing into greatness right and left. Nothing like here, I’m sure‌—‌no war, no violence, no sadness.”
She looked down at her lap, and for a moment Brinley felt sympathy for her. It was obvious that she must have experienced those types of things herself. “No,” Brinley said firmly. “It’s not like that. We have all those things. I mean, there’s good where I come from, but I don’t know about baby gods.”
“Hmm,” Habis frowned. “Well, I suppose it’s a long process…at any rate, we’ve strayed from the topic at hand. I told you not to interrupt me.”
Habis cleared her throat. “Not long ago, the Magemother was betrayed by Lux. He tried to kill her. He may succeed in time. She is obviously injured very badly. It’s the only explanation for her bringing you back to our world in such a haphazard way. I’m amazed you’re still alive.” She tapped her finger thoughtfully on the arm of the chair. “You would be dead very quickly if my sister found out that you were here, but for now you don’t have anything to worry about.”
Brinley swallowed. “I don’t?”
Habis smiled faintly. “As you may have gathered by our little interaction tonight, my sister and I are not exactly cozy.” She gave Brinley a sharp look. “You were at the inn tonight? You heard everything?”
Brinley nodded.
“Her story was true. Shael is our father. However, unlike her, I am not eager to see him return to this world. The power of the mages, and of the king, keep him locked away, which is one reason she wants to overthrow them. I say let the mages be.”
“And the king?” Brinley was thinking of Hugo. Habis certainly hadn’t gone out of her way to help him that night.
“Well…” the witch smiled darkly, revealing several rotten teeth. “He is another matter.”
Brinley could tell the subject was closed. “So why help me? Why tell me all this?”
“Ah, yes.” Habis smiled again. “We have come to the heart of the matter. As I told you, my sister and I don’t see eye to eye. While I’m not on your side‌—‌strictly speaking‌—‌I’m not on her side either.” She wrapped a thin finger around a strand of her spiderweb hair. “I’m sort of…in the middle. Mostly I’m helping you because it will hurt her. Oh, yes,” she smiled greedily. “It will hurt her very much.” Habis’s expression became suddenly hard, eyes narrowing. “Of course, in exchange for not killing you, I expect a favor.”
“A favor?”
“Yes.”
Brinley couldn’t help noticing that there was a hungry look in her eyes now.
“You see,” Habis went on, “you are invisible. Perfectly invisible‌—‌magnificently invisible. March will not be able to see you coming.”
Brinley felt a chill. “You don’t want me to kill her?”
Habis laughed. “No. I doubt you could even if you tried.” Her expression became calm. “I’ll do that someday, perhaps, when she’s not expecting it. I just need you to get something from her.”
“What?”
“A ring.”
Brinley raised an eyebrow.
“She wears a large iron ring. It once belonged to our father. It was part of a set, which our father gave to us,” she said, her eyes glazing over as if she were seeing something that took place long ago. “The ring for me, the dagger for her. You saw it tonight‌—‌the ring, I mean‌—‌if you were paying attention. It glows green. She used it on Griffin here.” She indicated the cat.
Brinley remembered. She had a dark thought. “I hope she doesn’t keep it on her finger all the time.”
“She takes it off when she sleeps. That is when you will enter her lair.”
“Lair?” Brinley didn’t like the sound of that. Their deal didn’t feel very fair. “So let me get this straight, I have to sneak into an evil witch’s lair‌—‌no offense‌—‌and steal her magic ring, and if she catches me, I’ll die, and all in exchange for you not killing me? You said yourself you don’t want to kill me anyway. It hardly seems fair.”
Habis scowled at her. “Fine. A favor for a favor. What do you want from me?”
Brinley hesitated. She had not expected the witch to actually back down. Mostly she just wanted to avoid breaking into March’s house, but it didn’t look like there was much chance of that. She considered her options. Habis had been helpful so far, and despite her many opportunities to hurt her, she hadn’t. Brinley didn’t like the idea of making bargains with a witch, but then again, she didn’t have much choice, and a favor from someone like Habis might come in handy. “How can I be sure I can trust you?” she asked.
Brinley was startled by the speed of her transformation. In a second, the reasonable, helpful Habis was gone. Her eyes flashed, and she took out the knife that she had been holding earlier. “Ungrateful child!” she spat, brandishing the knife. “I could kill you so quick you’d be a ghost before you saw it coming!” She put the knife away. “But I don’t,” she said calmly. “That should be enough proof that you can trust me. But,” she said slowly, “if it helps, you also have my word.” She held out her hand. “Witch’s honor.”
“Witch’s honor?” Brinley asked, taking the woman’s hand reluctantly. “Is that a thing?”
Habis shook once, and Brinley pulled her hand back sharply as something zapped her. “Ha!” the witch laughed darkly. “You see, a real thing. Now, what do you want?”
Brinley thought hard. “Will you help me rescue Hugo?”
The witch gave a bark of laughter. “The Paradise prince? Not unless you plan to kill him afterward. Next.”
“Will you take me to Peridot?”
Habis’s eyes widened. “The Magemother’s herald? I think not. She’s a vicious creature. And she has no love for me in particular. Next.”
Brinley felt a wave of frustration. “Come on, I’m helping you here, you have to help me too.”
“Ah,” Habis held up a finger. “But what I’m asking you for will help you too in the end.”
Brinley fidgeted. “So you say.”
They eyed each for a moment. “Fine,” Brinley said. “What do you suggest I ask you for?”
Habis smiled. “Ah, humility! You’re smarter than you look, girl.” She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. At length, she stood and crossed the room. She drew a small silver key from the pocket of her robe and opened a box on the mantle. When she came back, she was holding what looked like a small glass marble.
“What is it?”
She handed it to Brinley. It looked like a normal marble, except that it had a tiny golden face inside. Habis’s face.
“It summons me,” Habis said, frowning slightly. “I don’t like giving it to you, but it is a fair trade for what you will be giving me. If ever you find yourself in a sticky situation, break this and I will appear instantly.”
Brinley thought it over. “Fine,” she said. “And you’ll take me someplace safe after I give you the ring.”
“Fine.” Habis drew herself up to her full height. “Now, if you are done exploiting me, it is time for you to fulfill your end of the bargain.”
Brinley gave a start. “Right now?” She hadn’t thought things would happen so fast. “I mean, will she be asleep already?”
Habis grinned. “For your sake, I hope so.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
In which Hugo has an earache
Hugo shuddered. He couldn’t see anything, but he could hear the Kutha as it crunched softly on the body of a magpie and then swallowed it with a muffled gulp. He couldn’t move his arms. He was inside the bag again, wrapped in a strong chain this time. He couldn’t move, he couldn’t see. All he could hear was the sound of the Kutha feasting. He had never felt so alone.
Eventually Tennebris had given up on threatening to kill him. Animus had never budged. Hugo didn’t blame him. There were more important things than his own life. He would have done the same thing if their positions had been reversed.
But now he needed to get free. He tried to move again and only succeeded in rolling over. He was on his back now. He stopped struggling when he felt a sharp pain in his leg. The sword point slid slowly up his leg and across his hip, where it pierced through the bag and into his flesh. He screamed and convulsed, but the chains kept him from doubling over.
“Why do you struggle?” Tennebris asked in an eerily calm voice. “You have been beaten. Soon you will know it.”
Hugo bit off a retort. It would only make things worse. He felt his whole body break out in a cold sweat. His breath was coming too fast. He wasn’t getting enough air through the bag. He needed to calm down or he was going to pass out.
Tennebris kicked him violently and then strode away. Hugo heard a loud clang and wondered if Tennebris had dropped the sword. If he could just get free, if he could just reach it.
“Be careful, my pet,” Tennebris said. He was farther away now. “Play, but do not eat.” What was he talking about?
Something sharp pecked at his foot. He shouted, more startled than hurt. Then he realized what was happening. The Kutha was going to play, and he was the toy. His knee was hit next. The pain was sharper this time. He thought it might have broken the skin, and his knee went numb. His head came next, and he was screaming. Once, twice, three times it pecked him. He thought his ear might have been torn. Vaguely he wondered if he would still be able to hear with a torn ear.
The Kutha pecked him again and again, biting, tearing‌—‌striking him just hard enough to wound without incapacitating him.
His thoughts became murky as the pain grew. His ear was definitely torn. He wondered if it would fall off. He couldn’t hear out of it anymore.
The Kutha bit into the bottom of his foot savagely, causing him to recoil. He swooned. When he came back to himself his thoughts were fuzzy. He could feel wet blood dripping down his neck from his ear. Would he ever be able to hear again? Would he have to always turn his head to hear people now? From a long way off it seemed he could feel the Kutha still pecking at him. He could tell faintly that his body was in an incredible amount of pain. He could tell that something horrible was happening, and that he was very afraid, but it felt like it was happening to somebody else, not him. (It happens like that sometimes; if things get too bad for your mind to handle, it just shuts off. Hugo was happy to discover this, because it protected him from the bad that was happening, but it is a pity when a person has to discover it at all.)
In this odd, dreamlike state, Hugo’s thoughts were still confused: Would his bad ear be scarred? Would he have to wear a hat to hide it? Even to sleep? If he got out of this alive and lived to be an old man and had a wife, surely she wouldn’t want to turn over in the middle of the night and see his nasty ear? Yes, he would have to wear a hat even when he was sleeping. Sleeping…It would be wonderful just to fall asleep now and not have to think or feel anything at all any more.
Thankfully, his thoughts of sleep eventually turned into the real thing.



Chapter Twenty-Five
In which Brinley kicks a bucket
Brinley crouched behind a pile of firewood several yards from an abandoned mill. “Is that it?” she asked desperately. She had lost track of how long it had been since she had slept. The last few minutes of traipsing through the woods was a blur of mud and thorns and branches clawing at her, and she was exhausted.
“The mill? No, of course not. That would be rather obvious. Come with me.”
Sighing, she followed Habis halfway to the mill, where the witch stopped next to an abandoned well. The well looked like it had come out of a storybook. It had stone sides and a partially dilapidated shingle roof. A bucket stood beside the well, half full of rainwater.
“In you go,” Habis said. “Watch out for her dog.” With that, the witch gave her a firm push. She stumbled forward, foot catching the edge of the bucket. She should have fallen over it, but she didn’t. The bucket grew. It widened, opening like the petals of a flower, swallowing her whole, and she fell. She fell farther than she should have. Finally, she hit water. It was cold and dark, and she couldn’t tell how deep it was. Frantically, she flailed her arms, trying to figure out which way was up. Her feet hit something and she stomped down hard, lurching upward. Her fingers broke the surface and found an edge, and she pulled herself out, coughing.
She was in a cellar of some kind. The bucket wasn’t a bucket from this side; it was a massive barrel, half the size of a car. She figured the witch must keep it for drinking water.
The witch! She was in March’s house!
Fear gripped her as she stood there, cold, dripping wet in the semi-darkness. She had to relax. She had to calm down and think clearly. She thought of her father. What would he do? What would he say if he could see her now? She was a long, long way from safety now. She felt hot tears forming, and forced them back. That isn’t what he would do. She needed to calm down. She recited her father’s poem in her head.
When beyond my home you go, there’s several things you ought to know:
That lies will catch you fewer flies than honey and a happy smile
So wash your face, but not the mirror (It’s full of evil things, my dear)
By the time she finished the third line, she was calm enough to look around. The cellar was dimly lit by torchlight that filtered down the stairs. She started up them. All she had to do was find the witch’s ring without being caught. Hopefully March was asleep and it would be easy; she was invisible, after all. The only reason she was here was that Habis thought she had a real chance of success.
Halfway up the stairs, she stopped. There was a dripping noise. She looked down. She had forgotten! She was sopping wet! She glanced back the way she had come and saw that there was a trail of puddles following her up the stairs. Even now she could see water appearing in drops out of thin air, slapping on the stone steps. This wasn’t going to work. Should the witch happen to look in her direction, she was sure to realize something funny was going on. What was she going to do? Desperately, she ran back down and looked around for something to dry off with, but there was nothing. Unbidden, the next line of the poem came into her mind.
And tie your shoes and break the rules (but only when you know you should)
She blushed at a thought, then ground her teeth in determination. Not an ideal solution, but it would have to do. She peeled off her dripping clothes and left them on a barrel. Shivering now, but silent, she snuck back up the steps. I hope I’m still invisible, she thought bitterly. She could hardly have picked a worse place to walk around in her underwear!
She passed a smoldering fire in a small kitchen and suppressed the urge to stop and warm herself in front of it. She had to get this done quickly and get out. Leaving the kitchen, she entered a dimly lit workroom. The walls were lined with cages. As she walked toward them, something on the workbench caught her eye. It was a little bottle of red glass. She read the label.
Hyack: Sets fur on fire. Use in conjunction with Brogueweed to prevent burns.
She shivered. Who would want to set fur on fire? She stepped back and inspected the cages. Animals of all kinds filled them. There was a hairless rabbit, and a bluebird with a massive spike instead of a beak. “You poor things,” she whispered. “Is she experimenting on you or something?” Unlike Habis’s snake, these animals didn’t answer her, but a very tired-looking gopher turned at the sound of her voice. There was smoke trailing out of its ears.
Brinley looked around quickly. There was a set of keys on the workbench. She picked them up and went to the first cage. This wasn’t part of the plan, but she couldn’t just leave them here. To her dismay, several of the animals went wild the moment she opened the cages. The bluebird chirped and banged at the ceiling with his beak, and a three-legged porcupine tipped over a tray of instruments as it bounded around in search of an exit.
“Stop!” she whispered desperately. “Please stop!” But they ignored her. She hurried to open the rest of the cages. When she got to the last one, she heard a bark from somewhere above her and spun around.
“Please,” a soft voice said, and Brinley jumped. “I beg you, phantom, release me! I cannot stand another day in this cage.”
She turned back to see a very small man peering at her through the cage door. He had thick shoulders and a strong face under a scraggly beard. He seemed to be middle-aged, but couldn’t have been more than ten inches tall.
“Come, spirit!” he urged, rattling the door. “Release me and I will aid you in your quest.”
Brinley inserted the key and the man burst out of the cage. At the same time, a gargantuan black dog came hurtling down the stairs. The hair on the nape of its neck was standing straight up, its teeth were bared in a snarl, and its eyes were locked on the tiny man.
“Ha!” the man laughed enthusiastically. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire!”
Without missing a beat, the man leapt into the air and punched the dog hard on the nose, causing it to sneeze and reel back in surprise. The little man landed lightly on his toes and sprinted from the room. “I’ll distract him, spirit!” he shouted. “You kill the witch!”
The sound of crashing pans issued from the kitchen, and the dog, gaining control of itself once again, bounded after it.
“What is this racket?” a voice hissed. March emerged from the same staircase the dog had.
Brinley held her breath, squeezing up against the nearest cage to stay out of the way. She was almost close enough to touch her.
I’m invisible, she assured herself. I’m invisible. I’m invisible. I’m invisible.
The witch’s eyes narrowed as she surveyed the room, taking in the open cages. “This will be that filthy gnome’s work,” she muttered to herself, sliding out of the room towards the kitchen. Her hand passed dangerously close to Brinley as she walked by. There was no ring! She must have been asleep up there and forgot to put it back on.
When the witch was gone, Brinley dashed up the stairs, tiptoeing as she ran. She couldn’t believe she was sneaking farther into a place that she should be trying to get out of. She reached March’s chambers and had to cover her nose. The smell was horrible! In the middle of the room there was what looked like an oversize cradle lined with corn husks and straw, and a slimy orange substance. Just by looking at it she knew that’s where the smell was coming from.
On the floor next to the cradle was a small wooden table, and in the center of the table, reposing on a little black cushion, was an iron ring.
She crept towards it, trying not to look at a frightfully carved stone gargoyle that guarded the door. She grabbed the ring and turned around, only to find that the gargoyle had come to life. It glared at her with bright red eyes.
“INTRUDER!” The gargoyle screamed in a voice like an avalanche. “I CURSE YOU! INTRUDER!”
Brinley screamed and fell to the floor, tripping over something as she tried to back away. The gargoyle turned to stone again. She stared at it. Would it come back to life? Maybe it was just an illusion.
Then she heard footsteps on the stairs. The damage had been done. March stepped from the stairs into the room. “What devilry is this?” she spat, staring at the place her ring had been. Brinley ducked around her as she advanced, leaping down the stairs.
“AGHHH!” the witch screamed behind her. “WHO ARE YOU, THIEF?” Brinley tumbled as she hit the floor of the workroom. Righting herself, she found the dog blocking her way to the next set of stairs. It barked at her, hair bristling, and she backed into the wall. It couldn’t see her, she knew, but it could smell her.
“Aha!” she heard someone shout. Looking down, she saw a blur and flash of steel, and then the last few inches of the dog’s tail sailed through the air. The dog howled and twisted, snapping his jaws twice in quick succession. The little man narrowly avoided the dog’s teeth, dancing away gracefully.
The red jar on the table caught Brinley’s eye again as she swept past it. Spontaneously, she picked it up and hurled it at the dog.
It broke over his head and spilled out over his back, and a shower of sparks cascaded from the place the powder met the dog’s fur, and he burst into flame. Howling, he ran up the stairs towards the witch’s bedroom.
“Get out of my way!” she heard the witch scream from the staircase. “They are escaping!”
“Ha! Excellent!” the little man cried jubilantly. “Now hurry!” He rushed for the front door.
“This way!” Brinley said. “Follow me.” She sped down the steps into the cellar and stopped next to the water barrel.
“What are you doing?” the man said, coming up behind her. He was looking around for Brinley. “The witch will catch us!”
“No, she won’t.” Brinley jumped into the barrel. She hoped this worked both ways.
It did. In a moment she was climbing out of the bucket on the ground outside the old mill, her newfound friend right behind her.
“Did you get it?” Habis asked excitedly. “Where are you?”
Brinley tossed the ring to her and she snatched it out of the air. “Now get us out of here,” Brinley said. “She’s right behind us.”
A cold gleam issued from Habis’s eyes. She put the ring on one finger and held her knife in the other hand. Both glowed with the green light. “I’m busy just now,” she said. She pointed with the knife. “That is the quickest way to the city.” With that, she jumped head first into the bucket.
“Where are we?” the little man said. “I was captured far from here.”
“Somewhere near…Aquilar, I believe,” Brinley told him. She had to think to remember what Cannon had called the city. “We got lost in the woods and then we were in this town full of witches.”
“Kokum?” He sounded startled. “Then this is not a good place to be. Can we trust the witch’s directions?”
“I think we have to,” Brinley said, glancing back at the bucket. She was shivering like mad now, teeth chattering violently against the quiet backdrop of the night. How could she be so stupid! Why hadn’t she grabbed her clothes?
“Pardon me,” the little man said awkwardly. “I know that I do not understand the nature of your situation, and I hope that I have not violated propriety, but as I was following you into the barrel I could not help noticing a bundle of girl’s clothing just sitting there.” He reached inside his tunic and brought out her clothes. “I remembered that your voice sounded much like a girl’s, and it occurred to me that you might not be a spirit at all.”
“Oh, thank you!” Brinley said, taking her clothes gratefully. “No, I’m not a spirit.”
His face contorted into a confused half frown. Brinley knew that to him it must look like her clothes had disappeared into the night.
When she finished putting them on, she glanced back at the bucket. The water was trembling now, as if there was a battle raging on the other side. “I don’t want to be around when they come back out,” she said.
“Agreed,” said the man, and together they set off at a run.



Chapter Twenty-Six
In which Brinley flies to the moon
Brinley and her new companion had run until they could run no longer and then walked until dawn. Now they stopped for a break next to a stream of cool water, and Brinley was grateful for the rest. She gulped down several handfuls of water from the stream and leaned against a tree. She remembered how tired she had been before sneaking into March’s house. That had been hours ago. She nearly fell asleep before rousing herself. How rude would that be? She hadn’t even introduced herself to her new travel companion. She had to say something. He couldn’t see her after all. He might think that she had left him. She was wondering how much to tell him about herself when she drifted off to sleep again.
“Hello? Wake up! Pardon me, but I think that we had better get moving.”
Brinley started out of a dreamless sleep. There was drool hanging off her chin. She was glad nobody could see it. There were advantages to being invisible.
“Okay, I’m up,” she said, rubbing her eyes. The sun was a little higher in the sky. She must have slept for at least an hour. “Sorry,” she said blearily. “I was exhausted.”
The small man smiled. “I gathered as much. No trouble. I needed to recuperate myself…being a prisoner is not as restful as you might think.”
He looked like a different man now. He had bathed, and his beard was trimmed short and neat, revealing strong, chiseled features.
“How did you know I hadn’t left?” Brinley said curiously.
“Well,” the man said uncomfortably, “I hope you will forgive my impoliteness in saying so, but you snore quite loudly.”
“Oh,” Brinley blushed. It was true. Her father always teased her for it, even though his own snores could wake a mummy.
“No matter,” the man said. “But I believe introductions are overdue. I am Thieutukar Manisse. But you may call me Tuck.” He held out a hand, and Brinley took it.
“Brinley,” she said. As their hands met, Brinley noticed that Tuck’s expression relaxed noticeably. “I’m just a girl,” she said. “It’s a long story.”
“Are you bewitched?”
Brinley thought about it. “I don’t know. Maybe. I think my mother did it to protect me.”
Tuck cocked his head curiously. “Who is your mother?”
Brinley was silent. She still hadn’t decided how much she should tell Tuck.
“Forgive me,” Tuck said. “I do not mean to pry. You have saved my life. In return, I will help you if I can. Please tell me what I can do.”
Brinley relaxed. “I have an idea,” she said. “I just need to get to the highest place we can find.”
***
An hour later, Brinley and Tuck reached the top of a high hill. It wasn’t the tallest thing around, but it did command a good view of the surrounding countryside. More importantly, it afforded a good view of the skies; it should be easy for Peridot to spot them from the air if she was still looking.
“Can you help me make a fire?”
“A fire?” he asked. “Whatever for?”
“To make smoke. As much of it as we can.”
Tuck shifted uncomfortably. “That would give away our position.”
“Exactly,” she said, her confidence growing. “I’m fairly sure my friends will find us before anyone else does.”
“How sure?” he asked.
“Almost positive. My friends will probably be in the air still, looking for me.”
“I hope you’re right,” he said, and set about gathering wood.
When they had a large fire burning, Brinley helped Tuck cover it with green leaves, and it started to smoke heavily. Soon there was a dark tower rising into the air. Brinley withdrew the summoning bell from her pocket and rang it, over and over, sending the sound of the gong cascading through the hills. They probably didn’t need it with the smoke, but she figured it couldn’t hurt.
Within ten minutes, they could see a shape flying towards them above the trees, and soon Peridot had landed next to the fire.
“Peridot,” Tuck said, bowing.
“Thieutukar,” she returned, inclining her head to him.
Brinley ran to Peridot and buried her hands gratefully in her fur. There was something comforting about being back with the Magemother’s herald. She was probably the most dangerous creature Brinley had met in this world, but if anything she felt safer now that they were together again. Brinley looked back and forth between Peridot and the gnome. “You two know each other?”
Peridot nodded.
“Everyone knows the Magemother’s herald,” Tuck said graciously. “Forgive me, but if you have no further need of me I have other business to attend to. I fear the witches may be planning an attack on Caraway.”
“They are,” Brinley said. “I heard them talking about it. It will start at noon.”
“Noon!” Tuck exclaimed. “Then we have only hours. I was hoping for days! I will gather my people, Peridot. I trust I will see you at the battle.”
“I trust you will, too,” Peridot said, and she leapt into the air.
“Good-bye!” Brinley called down to him, but he had already disappeared. “How do you know Tuck?” she asked Peridot.
“Tuck? I do not call him that. Thieutukar is the king of the gnomes, and the ruler of Hedgemon. If he can raise his army in a matter of hours then Caraway will stand a better chance of defending itself, but I doubt that he will have time enough to gather more than a few soldiers. Is it as you say? Will the king’s city be attacked today?”
Brinley related all that had befallen her since they parted the day before. Meanwhile, Peridot was circling higher and higher, until the whole forest looked like a distant blur beneath them.
“You did well,” she said. “Habis spoke the truth to you, though I would not have expected it. Still, it is not how I would have wanted you to find out. Your mother wished to explain things herself.”
Brinley nodded. She felt a thrill of excitement. She knew now. She knew, and Peridot had confirmed it. Her mother was the Magemother.
“What’s her name?” she asked.
“She will tell you.”
“Where are we going?”
“There,” Peridot indicated the shining moon above them. Before Brinley could ask what she meant, Peridot bent forward and they hurtled upward at an incredible pace. This was not the way they had flown before. They were shooting straight up. In a second they were too high to distinguish anything on the ground; in another, the ground itself was gone. They passed the clouds, falling upward through mist and moonlight toward the stars. Space was all around them, stretching out like an ocean of silent wind‌—‌ribboned with color and starlight.
Brinley wanted to ask how it was possible, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t even breathe. It felt as if the air was gone. She tried to breathe again and could not. She panicked, tried again, and found that she could. They landed on the pale, shining surface of the moon, and Brinley found that it was not what she had expected. There was no barren, craggy, cratered crust, only smooth white sand.
She dismounted and bent to sift it between her fingers; a hundred tiny diamonds fell from her hand, sparkling in their own soft light. Ahead of them, the sand swept on in a curving path like a riverbed, curving away to the foot of a castle of glass.
“What is this place, Peridot?” she asked.
Her words were punctuated by a sudden flapping and Brinley looked up in surprise to see Flitlitter fluttering down out of the stars.
“Flitlitter!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here? I thought you were with Tabitha.”
Peridot smiled at the bird now resting on Brinley’s shoulder. “Glad to be back with you, I think. We are on Aberdeen’s moon, Calypsis. We have come to the throne of the Magemother. You will meet her soon.”
Brinley was riveted by her every word. She couldn’t believe that she was finally going to meet her mother.
“She will tell you the whole story,” Peridot said as they approached the crystal stairs of the castle.
Brinley looked up at the structure. It gleamed like a diamond in the half light. Her eyes fell over it hungrily, her mind busy, her heart full of questions and excitement.
Peridot instructed her to take her shoes off in the entrance hall, after which they walked through what seemed like an endless array of rooms. Each one was a glistening crystal palace in its own right. There was a green room, where the crystal was growing, breathing. It hung from the walls like tropical plants. In another room, everything was round. Another room was completely golden‌—‌flat and empty, like the inside of an amber box. Everywhere they went, the glass floor sparkled beneath their bare feet. It was warm to the touch.
Brinley knew she had never been here, but the place had a feeling of home.
At length, they came to a large square room somewhere near the center of the castle. The floor here was different‌—‌covered with a soft black something that made the space feel close. At the center of the room there was a round wall that seemed to be made of…something.
“Wind,” Peridot explained. “It is Animus. He guards the Magemother’s hall.”
As they made their way toward it, something crunched beneath her feet.
Brinley looked down and let out a little scream. What she had taken for carpet was something else entirely; the whole floor was strewn with the bodies of black birds‌—‌magpies. There must have been hundreds of them!
Brinley felt something sick rise in her throat. “Why…?” she began in protest.
“Hurry now,” Peridot said softly, pushing her to a run. “It is not safe here.”
“Brinley? Are you there? Is someone out there?” Brinley turned at the sound of Hugo’s voice.
There was a bag lying on the floor at the foot of the wind-wall. It was wrapped in a thick iron chain.
“Hugo!” she called, running to him. “Hold on, I’ll help you!”
“No!” he shouted. “You have to go! Tennebris and the Kutha! They’re here!”
“Through the wall, as fast as you can!” Peridot roared. “I will take care of Hugo.” Peridot leapt to the bag and snapped the chain with a twist of her claws.
Brinley hesitated. She couldn’t just leave Hugo, not again. There was a soft thump behind her and she spun around. The Kutha was standing in the doorway. There were two more thumps as dead magpies fell from its beak. Taking in the scene, it gave a sharp cry and leapt into the air, eyes fixed on Flitlitter.
“Here, Flitlitter,” she said, and took the bird down, cradling it protectively in both arms as she ran.
Brinley had eyes only for the wind-wall now. There was a silent rush of feathers above her head and she knew the Kutha had reached her. She was only feet from the wall, but it was too late.
She heard a great roar then, and the piercing claws that she expected never came. She looked up at the grey wind-wall as she jumped into it. In that split second she thought she saw a man standing in it, old and worn, the edges of his wrinkled skin fanned out and blending with the wind.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
In which there is a mage and a magpie
Brinley thought that she would spin away when her body hit the swirling wind, like the movies she had seen where cars get sucked into a tornado, but she passed through it like mist, emerging onto the clean crystal floor on the other side.
Immediately she felt peaceful.
All the sound of the world outside was silenced. Something wonderful was pressing in around her. Not water‌—‌though it reminded her of water‌—‌it was…
Peace.
Brinley looked around for the source of the voice. In the center of the room there was a round hole in the roof. Through it, streaming and falling to the floor, was what looked like a waterfall of light.
There was no one there, but she walked toward it anyway. As she did, Flitlitter leapt from her arms and soared toward the light. The bird banked, flying right into it. Light spilled over her wings and pulled her, feather by feather, into her true form.
Her mother smiled at her from within the light.
“Oh!” Brinley’s voice caught in her throat. Her mother was walking to her now, picking her up, gathering her into her arms.
Brinley looked up into her face.
“Brinley,” her mother said, and Brinley started to cry. They were both crying now, overcome by how easy it was to love each other after so long apart, and feeling all at once the weight of the years that they had missed with each other.
“Brinley,” her mother said again and again.
“You’re so beautiful!” Brinley cried. “I knew you would be!”
After a while they pulled apart and smiled at each other through their tears. Brinley laughed as her mother’s fingers brushed tears from her cheek.
Her mother laughed too, and then winced in pain. Brinley looked down and saw a small round hole over the center of her mother’s chest‌—‌right over the place where her heart was. It was small, but it looked sharp and deep. It bled slowly.
She looked into her mother’s face. Was she going to be all right? She couldn’t lose her. Not now. Not after all this.
“Come,” her mother said, and took her hand, leading her across the room to the lightfall.
“I will show you everything.”
They stepped into the light together and Brinley felt the stress of her adventure fade away, like little bruises of the soul.
For a moment, Brinley thought that they had fallen into some kind of dream world. She floated like a ghost beside her mother, hovering in space. This is what astronauts must feel like, she thought, hovering in the middle of empty space, looking down on the Earth.
They were looking down on a strange scene. There were people below them, walking and talking as if they couldn’t see Brinley and her mother hovering above them. Then she realized that one of the people below them was her mother‌—‌younger, she realized, but definitely the same woman. “This isn’t real,” she said.
“No,” her mother assured her. The hole in her heart was gone now, and Brinley was eyeing the place where it had been.
“It will come back,” her mother said softly, “when we go back.”
Brinley nodded. Looking away, she blinked against hot tears. She wanted to be brave‌—‌brave like her mother was.
“Look!” her mother said, and she did.
She saw her mother, much younger, standing with a group of children. They were all about Brinley’s age, except for one‌—‌a boy‌—‌who was much older.
“That’s me,” her mother said, “and those are the mages‌—‌years ago when they were young.”
Brinley watched the oldest boy for a moment, then noticed that another boy stood out as well, but for different reasons. He was strange looking, happy and sad at the same time, as if he couldn’t decide.
“That is Animus, the oldest. And that,” she said, pointing to the strange boy, “is Lux.”
“Why is he like that?” Brinley asked.
“He always was,” her mother said simply.
A man was there now, and a woman. They were tall and beautiful, and Brinley didn’t have to ask who they were. Gods are unmistakable.
They placed their hands on her young mother’s shoulders and spoke for a long time. By the end of it Brinley understood how the mages each had a part of the gods’ power and helped govern the world‌—‌serving it‌—‌keeping it safe. Her mother was supposed to watch over the mages and the hearts of the people.
“What does that mean?” Brinley asked. “The hearts of the people?”
“Look,” her mother said again.
Brinley watched the scene change. Years went by and her mother taught the mages. She was with Unda the first time he helped water rise from the great ocean into clouds and fall out over the farmer’s crops. She was with Chantra as she helped the old forest be struck by lightning and burn through the night to make room for new growth. She was with Belterras as he helped the new trees to grow.
Most often, she was with Lux. The little blond-haired boy changed day after day, from good to bad to good again. Some days he sat with new young mothers and taught them how to hold their babies without hurting them, and what lullabies were the quickest to calm their children. Other days he taught young boys how to pick people’s pockets in the street without being caught. As the years went by, his good days became better, and his bad days darkened. The Magemother would sit with him as he yelled or cried himself to sleep at the end of each day, frustrated by the two-faced nature of his soul.
Then, as the boy grew older, he began to help people do terrible things‌—‌things so dark they made Brinley sick and terrified at the same time, like she needed to take a shower after watching.
“Look,” her mother insisted when she tried to turn away. “You have to see it all.”
A baby lay in a cradle in a small room with crystal walls. Lux was picking it up.
“That’s you,” her mother said.
Brinley went cold, watching the boy with golden hair stroke her tiny head.
“Was it a good day or a bad day?” Brinley asked.
Her mother’s face fell. “I didn’t know,” she said.
Brinley watched her young mother enter the room and panic. She reached for the baby and wrenched her away from Lux.
The young mage wore the look of someone who had been slapped without warning, surprised and betrayed.
“His eyes frightened me,” her mother whispered. “He was always respectful to me‌—‌good days or bad, but I didn’t know what he would do to you.”
She turned to face her daughter and tears were in her eyes again.
“I was so scared then. I was afraid of him‌—‌afraid for you. I brought you here,” she hurried on, pointing back to the scene that was changing beneath them.
Brinley saw her mother carrying her into the lightfall. She gave Brinley to the man and the woman‌—‌the gods who had been with her in the beginning. Brinley stared at the baby version of herself. She was wrapped in a bundle of blankets inside a basket. She was so small‌—‌too young to know that she was losing her mother. It would take years for that to sink in, and then it would hurt. Brinley closed her eyes, wishing she could change what was happening, wishing she could stop it. But this wasn’t really happening, she knew. It was a vision‌—‌a memory. She could no more reach out and stop it than change the course of a movie while it played out. She watched as the woman lifted her out of the basket and held her. Her mother handed the man a tiny silver bell. What did that mean?
“I asked them to hide you,” her mother was saying. She was struggling to control her voice. She paused, sighing as if she had made it past the worst part of the story. “But they brought you back to me,” she said. “They brought you back.”
“What about the other children? The other mages?” Brinley wanted to know. She had forgotten about the bell now. The scene before them had changed again.
“I hid them,” her mother said. “Not all of them. Animus was old enough. He has always been strong, but I was worried about the others. I hid them, even from myself, and then told everyone that I did not know where they were. I pretended to look for them. But I have been watching Lux‌—‌looking for a way to save him.”
Brinley was confused. “But I met Cassis and Belterras,” she said. “They aren’t hidden.”
Her mother nodded. “They came forward when they were ready.”
“But where are the others?”
“I do not know now,” her mother said. “I hid them, but I chose to forget. To keep them safe.”
“You did what?” Brinley said, appalled. “How?”
Her mother smiled. “You will find that you are capable of almost anything when you are protecting the ones you love.”
Brinley nodded. “What happened to Lux?” she asked.
Her mother blinked. “That’s the strange part,” she said. “Everything seemed to get better after that. The evil things got better. They didn’t go away‌—‌but they got better.” She squinted, as if struggling to remember something. “But Lux wasn’t right. Whenever I was with him‌—‌even when he was good‌—‌he didn’t seem right. He was hiding things from me. One night, not long ago, I followed him to an evil place.”
Brinley watched as Lux crossed a high bridge like the one she had flown over on Peridot. He was dressed like the night itself‌—‌invisible to the guards that would have blocked his way.
“He entered the forest,” her mother narrated the scene before them, “and woke things that should have been left to sleep. I thought I could talk sense into him‌—‌change his mind. His anger was terrible.”
Brinley watched as her mother confronted Lux. All the goodness was gone from him now. He broke a piece of sharp black bark from an evil-looking tree and plunged it into her heart.
“But he didn’t kill you!” Brinley said desperately. The thought of losing her mother right when she had found her was unthinkable.
The Magemother gave her a sad smile. “No,” she said, “not yet.”
“Not ever,” Brinley insisted.
“I am strong, Brinley,” her mother said, “but even I am not immortal. Maybe if it had been someone else I could survive it, but my own son? No, that is too much for a mother’s heart…I will die, slowly.”
“But he’s not your son!” Brinley cried desperately. “Not really.” She hoped that if she could just see it, just get her mother to see it her way, that somehow it would change things.
“But he is.” The Magemother knelt down and looked up into her face. “He is my son because I chose to be his mother. You must understand this. It’s what being the Magemother is all about.”
“But I don’t understand it.”
“You will,” she said kindly, “you will.”
Brinley was shaking her head against what was coming next. She knew it must come‌—‌could see the need‌—‌but she didn’t want to hear it.
“You will understand,” her mother said at last, “because you are the new Magemother.”
She thought she was going to scream when she heard it‌—‌at the size of it, and the unfairness of it all‌—‌but she didn’t. She didn’t feel anything. It sounded absurd, fake, like a friend asking her to play house forever and ever; it meant nothing.
Then she saw it.
The dream world was spinning again, showing her glimpses of the future. She saw herself, the same age, then older and older‌—‌not just one future, but many. In one she grew old all alone. In another she died young. In another she found love. In another she lost her way and destroyed the world. In every future, every life, kings and wizards came to her for advice. Weeping mothers and broken fathers came to her for comfort and council. She was important. She was powerful.
She was visible.
“Do I even get a choice?” she cried, terrified. All she wanted to do was hide, find a way out.
“Of course you do,” her mother began, and there it was beside them, growing out of the dream world: the doors of the old church at Morley.
She didn’t wait to hear the rest, she just ran.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
In which Brinley grows up
She burst through the doors of the church and into her father’s arms. She didn’t think to wonder how he had known to be there right at that moment. If she had, she might have looked around and noticed that it was still dark out and that her father’s four-wheeler was parked beside her own. She would have realized that he had followed her when she had run out in the middle of the night and that very little time had passed here while she was away.
“Dad!” she cried, and gripped him so tightly it hurt.
“Dad, I went to Caraway and there were mages and there was a magpie and Flitlitter was my mother and she’s dying! And she wants me to be Magemother!”
“What? Calm down, Brinley. What are you talking about?” He was brushing back her hair in a soothing way and looking around for possible sources of her discomfort.
How could she tell him? How could she make him understand about her mother?
At the thought of her mother, she turned around and looked back the way that she had come, hoping to find her just beyond the doors, standing under the light. If he could just see her‌—‌if she could just show him…but there was nothing. Just the empty belly of an old church.
“Oh no,” she said in horror. What had she done? She had abandoned her mother. What had she been thinking? She had chosen, and she knew that she had chosen wrong.
She felt sick. What would happen to them? All the people she had met? Her mother would die, and Peridot and Hugo and probably Tabitha too, and Tennebris would get control of everything.
She looked around madly, wanting to disappear, wanting to take it all back‌—‌it was like that moment when something terrible is happening and you wish you could turn back the clock just a few seconds and do things differently.
And then, everything stopped.
Her father’s face had frozen. The sounds of the forest were gone. A bee hung motionless above a flower.
“Brinley.”
She turned. The two shining people, the gods, as her mother called them, were there. The woman was beautiful. She was smiling. The man looked serious.
“Brinley,” he said again, “what are you doing here?”
She winced. “I ran away,” she said in a rush. She knew she couldn’t lie to them, and anyway she wasn’t the type of person that lied. “She showed me what I would have to do if I stayed and I ran away! I’m so sorry!”
The man’s face softened. He looked at his wife (for she was obviously his wife, the way he looked at her).
She spoke next. “You do not have to go,” she said kindly. “If you wish, you may remain here in this world. Your father loves you, and you are safe here.” She was smiling, but Brinley felt sick at her words. “You will not be safe in your mother’s world, not always, but there is great joy there for you, if you choose it.”
Brinley shut her eyes. What kind of friend would she be to leave Tabitha behind like that? What kind of daughter? She looked at her father then, with his face frozen in worry and confusion. “I have to go back,” she said slowly, “I want to go back.” She tried to say it forcefully, hoping the sound of her own voice would help convince herself, but she sounded small.
She had an idea. “Can I just have one thing?” she asked hastily, turning to the woman and her husband.
The man cocked his head and the woman gave a small nod of encouragement.
She took hold of her father’s arms. “Can you help him understand? Can you show him? Please?”
The man was smiling now too. He reached out with one finger and touched her father in the middle of his forehead. A little light shone on her father’s head for a moment after he withdrew his finger. Then the world was moving again.
Her father was taking her in his arms and tears were beginning to stream down his face. He was hugging her as if he was afraid he never would again.
“I’m so proud of you, Brinley, so proud,” he said. “You have to go back, you must! You have to be who you were born to be.”
“Come with me!” she pleaded.
He looked at the man standing with his wife. “Is it possible?” he asked.
The man looked solemn. “Yes,” he said. “However, the journey would be different for you than for your daughter. You are not from that world.”
Her father nodded. “I understand.”
“No, you do not,” the woman said gently. She looked almost sad. “Still, if you go, go with our blessing.”
He nodded, turning to Brinley. “Let’s go,” he said. “Before I think better of this.”
Brinley’s heart leapt. He was coming with her! She would not have to be alone after all!
They walked into the church arm in arm, facing the darkness together.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
In which there is a very reluctant witch
When Brinley emerged on the other side, she was alone. “Where did he go?” she said, reaching back through the doorway. He had been right behind her, but now only her mother stood beside her in the lightfall.
“Who?” her mother asked.
“My father.”
“Your father?” she asked, startled.
“They said he could come with me. He was right beside me, but now he’s gone.” She was growing desperate. Something was not right.
“He may make it yet,” her mother said. “Have patience. It is a long way between our worlds, and he may not be able to travel through the void as easily as you. Now is not the time to worry about him.”
Brinley took a deep breath.
“You have decided to stay?”
“Yes,” Brinley said quietly. “I’ll do it. I’ll be the Magemother, on one condition.”
“What?”
“You have to try to live.”
“Brinley.”
“You have to try!” Brinley exclaimed. “I just found you! Won’t you even try?” She felt herself starting to cry again.
Her mother wiped tears from her own eyes. “It’s not that I don’t want to,” she said. “If I step out of this lightfall, I will die in minutes. That is the reason I have been a magpie. Belterras taught me that shape long ago. It is the only form besides my own that I have ever been able to master. A smaller body was easier to keep alive…but no longer. These past hours have taken a lot out of me. I cannot leave the lightfall again‌—‌in any shape.” She touched the wound over her heart. It was bleeding faster now.
“Isn’t there any way to save you?” Brinley asked. “Any way at all? If I become the Magemother, can you stay alive and just be my mother?”
Her mother considered her. She was thinking carefully. “No,” she said at last. “No…Perhaps, if we had all the mages with us, there might be a chance, but‌—‌Brinley!”
But Brinley had already turned to leave. “Stay there!” she called back to her mother. “I’ll be back in a second. I have an idea.” It was a ridiculous idea for sure. It probably wouldn’t work, but then again, it just might. As soon as she was out of the lightfall she took the little marble out of her pocket. Raising it into the air, she hoped upon hope that this wouldn’t end badly. Then she threw it as hard as she could and it shattered with a loud crack against the floor. Immediately, the splintered glass caught fire, glowing with a bright light. The shards burned hotter and hotter and started smoking, and then Habis stepped out of the smoke.
“What in blazing death‌—‌oh, it’s you. Where have you brought me? Oh, no! You didn’t. Tell me I’m not where I think I am! Curse your smoldering bones, child, I‌—‌”
“I’ve thought of what I want,” Brinley said loudly, trying to take control of the situation. “You did say I could summon you at any time, didn’t you?”
“I did,” the witch said uneasily.
“Well, I need you now.”
“Very well,” the witch growled. “I shall see to your request then, and try not to think about where I am. It is forbidden for me to be here.” She sniffed and pointed her nose up. “Even if it weren’t, this is not my kind of place.”
Brinley had to agree with her. Habis, with her spidery hair and her clothes of skin, looked out of place in the clean beauty of the palace.
“I see you are visible now,” Habis said, looking her over. “How did you accomplish that, may I ask? Did your mother put you right?”
“What?” Brinley looked down at herself. “Am I?”
“Quite.”
“I don’t know! It must have happened when I came out of the lightfall.”
“Ah,” Habis said, looking at the light suspiciously. “Very well. Best not to dwell on such dark things. Now what do you want?” She was tapping her foot impatiently now.
“My mother is dying,” Brinley blurted.
Habis stopped tapping her foot. “Is she now?” Her face was blank. “Then I was right. More’s the pity, but the time comes for each of us. I shall leave you to mourn her.”
“Wait!” Brinley said. “You have to help me save her. You promised you would. It’s what I want, and
it helps you because it’s bad for your sister, and you gave witch’s honor, and‌—‌”
“Enough! Enough girl!” Habis was waving her arms in protest. “Where is she? Let’s fix her up.”
“I don’t think you can,” Brinley said. “No offense,” she added hurriedly at the look on Habis’s face. “She says nobody can help her but all the mages together. I was hoping you could give me one of your naptraps to keep her in until‌—‌”
“Ha!” the witch cut her off. “Put the Magemother in one of my naptraps? Unthinkable. They were not designed to hold people. That would be far too complex. The cat was pushing the limits.”
Brinley’s heart sank.
“Never mind,” Habis said dismissively. “At any rate, I’ll make my own diagnosis, thank you very much, and the sooner the better. I don’t want to be in this place one minute longer than I have to. Where is she?”
Brinley led her to the lightfall, but the witch stopped just short of following her in. “What devilry is this?” she mumbled to herself, and reached her finger out to touch it delicately. The light fanned out and cascaded around her finger like water, and she jumped back. “Oooh no,” she said. “I’m not going in there. You tell her to come out here.”
“But she can’t come out,” Brinley said. “She’ll die if she does. If you want to see her yourself you have to come in. It’s not bad,” she said reassuringly. “I promise. It’s really wonderful.”
Habis mumbled something to herself, then took a half step forward. “Blast. I’m going to regret this. Maybe there’s something else. Some other favor I could do for you?” she said, an almost panicked look on her face.
Brinley shook her head. She didn’t understand what the big deal was.
The witch was beside herself now, bouncing on the balls of her feet nervously. “You’re getting the better part of the bargain, you little brat!” she spat. She looked down at the ring on her hand. “This wasn’t worth it.” She took another step towards the light. She was close enough to touch it now, and her eyes flew open so wide that she looked crazy (crazier than usual). Brinley was reminded of a child working up the courage to jump into an ice cold pool. “Fine! Fine! Ooh, fine!” Habis shouted, lifting her arms and dipping her fingers in the light again. She walked forward at a slow but steady pace, cringing. When the light got halfway to her elbows she paused and started to panic, then she glared at the light and started moving again. She was cursing darkly now through clenched teeth, so that she spit a little with each forced word. “Ooh! Ouch! Black spike-piking spite-spitting die-lying sly-frying filch-pilching‌—‌AHHHH!”
With a final, piercing scream, she forced herself through the light. Brinley followed her in, totally perplexed. She paid extra attention as she passed through it, but it didn’t hurt at all. She just felt the same comfortable warmth that she had the first time.
“Habis? This is unexpected,” her mother was saying. Habis was standing across from her, ringing her hands. Tears were trickling down her cheeks, and her panicked breathing was coming in great heaving gasps now, so that she gave the impression of someone in great pain.
“What’s wrong with her?” Brinley asked her mother.
“Shh,” she said gently. “She just needs a minute. She’s a fish out of water in this much light. This is your plan? I can’t believe you got her to come in here.”
Brinley nodded slowly, comprehension dawning on her. “She didn’t want to. It looked really painful for her.”
“Ah, yes, well,” Habis sputtered, gaining control of herself again. “I’m fine now, no thanks to‌—‌uh, thank you.” She looked perplexed. Evidently she had tried to say something rude, but it had gone wrong. She tried to sink back into her scowl now, but her face twitched and her eyes widened, and she found herself smiling instead. “Ugh. It is as I feared. This light is poisoning me!”
Brinley’s mother smiled. “It is healing you.”
“And what if I don’t want to be healed?” she sputtered. The corners of her mouth were twitching weakly as if some strange emotion was about to come bursting out of her.
“Few people do. Thank you for coming. I expect you made some sort of binding agreement with my daughter?”
Habis nodded. “I will help you if I can.” She shook her head, trying to free herself from the goodness that was plaguing her. “Let’s see it then, Lewilyn,” she said.
Brinley’s ears perked up. “Lewilyn?” she asked. “Is that your name?”
Her mother smiled. “Yes,” she said, “I forgot to tell you. Few people ever use it.”
Habis went bright red. “I’m sorry, Magemother,” she said, biting her lip as the apology slipped out. “Your name just slipped out.”
“No matter,” Lewilyn said. She moved so that Habis could see the dark, red wound in her chest.
Habis paled. “Where did you get this? It was Lux, I assume.”
Lewilyn nodded. “He stabbed me with a shard of bark from a druciduous tree.”
Habis’s hand shot back from the wound. “A twistwood tree?” she demanded. “From the Wizard’s Ire? Which one? There are four. Tell me! Which one did the bark come from?”
Lewilyn laid a calming hand on Habis’s shoulder. “The smallest of the four.”
“You are certain?”
“Yes.”
Habis looked relieved. She spoke to Brinley. “I’m afraid you were right. She is going to die. Luckily, that is all that will happen. It could have been much worse.”
Brinley felt a pang of anger. “What could be worse than that? What do you mean there’s no hope? You said almost anything can be mended if you know how.”
“But I do not know how,” Habis said. “And even if I did, it would probably take all of the mages to do it, as you said. And we do not have all of the mages.”
“I can find them!” Brinley insisted. We can learn how to save her! We just need time. Please, help me!” Brinley was on the brink of tears again. It was so unfair. After all this time she was going to lose her mother, and Habis didn’t understand how important it was to save her. Or maybe she did.
Tears were rolling out of Habis’s eyes, and she was wiping them away angrily. “What is wrong with me? Don’t worry, you may be right. Hope may not be lost. We should try the naptrap, as you suggested.” She turned back to the Magemother, holding up one of her bottles. “This bottle will suspend time for you, and keep you safe until Brinley can find a solution, but it was not designed for people. You need to be smaller. I once heard rumor that you could take the shape of a magpie, is that true?”
Lewilyn nodded.
“Excellent,” the witch said. “It should be able to suspend you for a very long time then.”
Lewilyn looked down at the little bottle that Habis had produced. She nodded silently, and took it. “Thank you, Habis. We will use your naptrap. Please leave me alone with my daughter now.”
Habis nodded. To Brinley, she said, “We’re even now. That’s it.”
As she was about to step back through the light, Lewilyn caught hold of her shoulder. “Whether you admit it yet or not, this will change you‌—‌being in this place. You have been flirting with goodness for too long now for it not to. Do not fight it.”
Habis turned, and to Brinley’s surprise, smiled weakly. “I was afraid of that,” she said. Then she stepped backwards and was gone from view.
Lewilyn moved her hand to Brinley’s shoulder. “We should do it now,” she said.
“Now?” Brinley was taken aback. “I thought that we could do it later,” she paused. “You know, after you put things right, and teach me what to do, and we’re ready.”
Lewilyn laughed. “I’m afraid it won’t be that easy,” she said. The hand on Brinley’s shoulder suddenly got heavier as Lewilyn leaned on her for support.
“But I don’t know what to do!” Brinley protested. “I’m not ready yet!”
Lewilyn smiled weakly. “Welcome to motherhood,” she said. “We all feel that way in the beginning, but you will find that you know more than you think.” She stopped, cringing. “Help me to the floor.”
Brinley gave her both hands and helped her sit down slowly. Then she sat next to her in the middle of the lightfall.
“There are three things that you need to know,” Lewilyn said, wincing. “First, you need to become the Magemother.”
“When does that happen?”
“Right now. It is a small thing, an easy thing. It will only hurt a little.”
“What?” Brinley shifted uncomfortably. This is not what she had expected.
Lewilyn raised her eyebrows. “There is no fanfare in this, Brinley. That comes later. Now, hold still.” She leaned over and tugged at the neck of Brinley’s shirt to reveal the skin over her heart. Then she took a little crystal knife from the sash at her waist and with one swift motion made a long, shallow cut.
“Owww!”
“Shh,” her mother soothed. “Bear the pain with honor. This is an ancient ceremony. There is blood and pain, but great joy as well. If we had time, the full ceremony is very beautiful. Maybe someday.” Her eyes rolled suddenly against the pain, and Brinley thought her mother was going to pass out.
“Okay,” she said, composing herself. “Hurry. Let’s get this done. You will not feel the effects until you leave the lightfall. When that happens, my mantle will pass to you, so to speak.”
Brinley nodded.
“You need to find a herald. Someone to accompany you, protect you, as Peridot did for me.”
“Why can’t I just have Peridot?”
“She will not follow you. She was my herald.” Lewilyn coughed, doubling over. “When you confront Tennebris,” she said, changing the subject, “you must take away his power. There are specific words that you must say. Listen carefully.”
She pulled Brinley close and whispered the words in her ear, repeating it once to make sure that Brinley heard. She squeezed her mother’s arm. “I have it,” she said. “I won’t forget.”
Lewilyn nodded. “The power of the mages is yours to give and take from them. Few people know this, and you should keep it that way.”
“But‌—‌”
“Let me finish,” Lewilyn said, wincing. Brinley looked down and saw that the blood was flowing out freely now. It had begun to pool on the floor. “You cannot revoke one child’s power without taking it away from them all.”
“Why?”
“You must treat them all equally. That’s how it works. In this case, you couldn’t do it differently if you tried. When you take their power back, it will rest on you. You will feel all of it weighing on you alone‌—‌don’t look so afraid. It will overwhelm you at first, but don’t panic. The first thing you need to do is give Animus his power back. Just touch him, and tell him, and he will receive it. He will help you.” She was speaking so quickly now that Brinley had to strain to remember all of it.
“After you take Tennebris’s power, his body will die. He has become dependent on the darkness for his survival, and you will be cutting him off from it. The elements of light and dark will leave him. You need to rescue the light. It will not last long without a mage to care for it. You must find a new mage quickly.”
“And the darkness?”
“It cannot take a new body without your permission, but it will try anyway. Eventually, when you choose the next Mage of Light and Darkness, it will find him, and then he will have to learn to deal with it. Choose someone with a pure heart. Do not wait too long.
“Trust your heart to guide you with the other mages as well,” Lewilyn continued. “That is the third thing: you must find them now. Remember, Brinley, when you take the power from Tennebris, you will take it from them all, wherever they are, in whatever form they may be in. They will be trapped until you find them. They should survive the loss of their power, but it will be terrible for them. They will be shocked, weakened. Their power will be gone, but they are still the mages. They will need you. They may not be able to come out of hiding without their powers.”
Brinley nodded. She struggled to hold her mother upright now.
“Take this,” Lewilyn said, handing her the little crystal knife. “Use it for no other purpose than the one I showed you. Above all, follow your instincts. Follow your heart‌—‌”
“I love you!” Brinley said, as she held up the naptrap. Her mother’s head lulled. The flow of blood was beginning to slow. “Wake up!” she said, shaking her. “You have to change!”
Lewilyn opened her eyes weakly, and smiled. Then she was gone. A magpie limped across the palm of her hand. Brinley opened the bottle, and the naptrap swallowed the bird. She shut the bottle carefully, staring at it blankly. Her mother was inside.
She put the bottle in her pocket. As easily as that, her mother was gone. So close, but so far away. Standing there in the lightfall, Brinley realized she was alone again.
It was all up to her now.
Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders and strode out of the light.



Chapter Thirty
In which Brinley feels the weight of the world
When Hugo heard Brinley’s voice, he couldn’t believe his good luck. He was going to be rescued! A second later, he berated himself. Surely this was a trap. The Kutha was out hunting, and he hadn’t heard anything from Tennebris for a few minutes now, but he knew they were probably still out there. He tried to warn them. They had to leave! Brinley couldn’t be caught like he was. There was no reason for Tennebris to keep her alive.
Then Peridot was freeing him from the bag. “Climb on my back!” she hissed. The moment he complied, she lurched into the air. Brinley was running for the wind-wall and the Kutha was after her. Hugo could see a magpie bobbing through the air, cradled in invisible arms. They weren’t going to make it!
Then Peridot gave an extra burst of speed and he was sent tumbling backward onto the magpie-strewn floor. By the time he righted himself, Brinley was gone and Peridot was tumbling across the floor, locked talon and tooth with the hissing owl.
“Help me!” Peridot snarled in frustration, and Hugo, looking around, realized she must be talking to him. He searched the floor desperately and found what he was looking for. The twisted short sword lay discarded on the floor. The great owl turned its head to watch him‌—‌turned just its head, its body still busy wrestling with Peridot, trying to pin her against the wall.
The cold, heart-shaped face looked spooky twisted around like that. Hugo swallowed the fear that was telling him to turn around and run, and lunged toward the Kutha instead, bending to scoop up the sword as he went.
Maybe the Kutha thought he would run, or maybe it just hadn’t expected him to be much of a threat. Whatever the reason, it reacted slowly. It watched, eyes widening, as he ran forward and buried the sword deep into its back. It screamed and slipped in its grappling with Peridot.
The Laurel’s great lion’s teeth silenced it.
Hugo’s sword slipped free from the Kutha and he stared in shock at the blood-stained blade in his hands. He looked up. Peridot was looking at him in surprise.
“Thank you,” she said at last, her expression changing. She was looking at him the way people looked at his father. But no one had ever looked at him that way.
They were interrupted by the sound of slow clapping. Tennebris was walking out of the shadows, and they strangely seemed to follow him wherever he went.
“Well done, Peridot. Well done, Hugo.”
“What now, Tennebris?” Peridot said, crouching defensively, ready to spring. She sounded more curious than afraid, Hugo noticed, so he tried not to be afraid either, despite the fact that they might be about to die.
“We wait,” Tennebris said. “You cannot harm me, and I have little use for killing you just now.” He looked up at the wall of wind. “Animus is nearly out of strength. Soon the Magemother will no longer be able to hide.
“Animus is too strong for you,” Hugo blurted.
Tennebris considered him thoughtfully. “True,” he said at last. He put his fingers cautiously into the wind-wall as if testing it. “We wage war, he and I, though you cannot see it. I cannot overpower him when he is like this, but he can barely breathe now, or move, or think. He will not last much longer.”
Hugo felt the weight of the sword in his hand; he wanted to use it again. Maybe, if he could just move fast enough…
“Do not try it,” Tennebris said dismissively.
“Or what?” Hugo asked, caught off guard. “You’ll kill me?” He didn’t know what was making him so bold, but it was terrible just standing by while Animus protected the Magemother, knowing all the while that he would fail in the end.
Tennebris flicked a look in his direction and Hugo doubled over, blind. It was as if some invisible bully had put him in a head lock and everything had gone dark.
An empty voice whispered against his ear; he could feel the sick breath of it. “No,” it said, “I will not kill you. I’ll whisper and watch as you try to resist me. I’ll put thoughts inside you‌—‌terrible, maddening thoughts. You will want to cut them out, but you won’t be able to. You’ll fillet yourself with your own sword like a fish trying to cut them out, and I will look on with dim curiosity to see what you drown in first‌—‌thoughts? Tears? Blood?”
“Enough!” Peridot had taken Hugo under one wing, jerking him off his feet. “Do not look at him, Hugo,” she ordered. “Let him be.”
“Yes, don’t look at me,” Tennebris mocked.
Hugo looked anyway. Tennebris was still standing on the other side of the room with his fingers in the wind. Dark streaks were spreading out from his fingers now and spiraling into the wind. Several of them snagged on Animus’s robes. They caught at his arms and legs and beard, pulling at him.
“Yes,” Tennebris said darkly. “Give in, old man. You’re too old, too tired to carry on like this. It’s too hard. Give up…”
With a bang, the wind-wall ripped apart at the edges, dancing wildly as it spun to a stop. The old mage fell out of it and sprawled across the floor, exhausted. Tennebris gave a shout of triumph, but Hugo was looking beyond the mage at what the wall had been hiding‌—‌a thing like a waterfall of light. A young woman had stepped out of it. She was very beautiful, Hugo thought. He knew that he knew her, but he couldn’t think how.
“Hello, Mother,” Tennebris said coldly.
“Hello, Tennebris,” she returned softly.
“There will be no more running now,” he said.
“No,” she agreed. “Not for me.”
“But what has happened to you?” he asked, faltering slightly. “You’re so young. You’re…different.”
Brinley regarded him silently. Her heart was pounding. She tried to remember everything her mother had said. She might only get one chance.
A look of comprehension crossed Tennebris’s face. “You’re not her,” he said. “You’re the daughter.” He smiled, nodding to himself. “The one she hid from me so many years ago. So,” he said coldly. “It has happened, then. She’s dead? You are the new Magemother.”
An idea struck Brinley. There was no reason anyone had to know her mother was still alive. It might be safer this way. “Yes,” she said, her confidence growing. It was strange, but somehow it boosted her confidence that Tennebris recognized her as the Magemother. She didn’t feel any different yet herself.
“You will die then, as she did,” Tennebris spat, and leapt at her.
“No,” Brinley said softly. She had shut her eyes against the sight of him. She had to focus. She had to remember the words. “I release you from your duty as the Mage of Light and Darkness.”
“You cannot!”
She opened her eyes. Tennebris was standing stock-still inches from her, hands outstretched to take her, but unable.
“You cannot do it! You cannot take power from one mage and not the others!”
Brinley’s knees were shaking hard. What if it didn’t work? What if her mother was wrong? What if the mages didn’t survive the loss of their powers? What if she couldn’t bear the weight of it?
“Lux Tennebris,” Brinley said formally, forcing her fears away.
He froze.
“I remove your power and your calling as a mage, as shall be for all my children.”
Tennebris stared at her blankly. He had the look of a man surprised to find himself on the brink of death. Then his face twisted in a horrible expression of pain, like someone had ripped his heart out through his mouth. He crumpled to the floor so quickly it was as if his bones had turned to water.
For a moment, all was quiet. Brinley looked at Hugo, who was staring at him, transfixed. “Look,” he said, pointing to the empty body that had been Tennebris.
Brinley watched as what looked like a tiny golden star rose silently from his chest, then flickered and tumbled to the floor.
Brinley heard her mother’s voice in her head. The elements of light and dark will leave him then. You need to rescue the light. She ran to it. It burned as she picked it up. She gasped. It was soft, delicate, the size of a tennis ball, but light as air. It was stringy, like a ball of pumpkin pulp made of light and flowing glass. She handled it gently, afraid that she might break it. As she held it, it began to cool. The glass-like light pooled and solidified into a protective shell around a glowing center.
Brinley backed away as something much darker began to emerge from the body. Two black hands, dusty and burnt, broke upward in a cloud of smoke. Strong arms followed, then a head. The darkness placed its hands on the floor and lifted the rest of its shadowy form out of Tennebris’s body.
“You haven’t killed me,” it said shortly. “You can’t kill me.” He stomped on Tennebris’s body with a smoky foot. “You will need another mage to hold the balance, and when you find him, I will own him, just as I owned this one.”
Brinley shuddered. She wanted to run away. She wanted to be invisible again. She wanted to do anything other than confront this being. Then she caught site of Animus’s broken body lying on the floor and something stirred inside her; a hard, ironlike something she had never felt before. “We’ll see,” she said.
“Silence!” the darkness shrieked. It seemed disturbed that she was not more afraid. “Everything you love,” he said quietly, “everything you choose to care about, I will destroy.” It smiled grimly and was gone, evaporating like smoke fanned away from a fire.
The room was silent. It seemed strangely empty. There was too much death, she thought. Dead magpies, dead Kutha, dead body of Tennebris.
Brinley put her hand to her head. There was a sound like rushing water, then wind, then the creaking of trees and the grinding of rock and the roar of fire. It was so loud! She folded her arms across her chest and held herself tight, looking around for the source of the noise.
“Where is it coming from?” she said.
“What?” Hugo asked, looking around nervously. “Is he coming back?”
It was happening, she realized, the power of the mages was coming upon her, just like her mother said. It came like a crushing weight, and her knees struck the floor painfully. Somewhere, far away, she felt Hugo put his arms around her and lower her to the floor.
It came then, the weight of the world crushing down on her‌—‌the weight of the ocean and every rock in the land. She felt the energy of the sea, the constant restless breathing of the tide‌—‌in, out, in, out, in.
She felt the hunger of fire and her stomach groaned, and she wanted to dance naked over everything and hypnotize the world.
The ancient dreams of trees filled her mind like a green cloud of leaves, choking off her own thoughts; tiny seedling gods cried out of the earth for light, straining against the crust of dust for life and height.
The cold silence of stone covered her, full of nothing and questions. What am I? I am alive but do not grow. I think but do not speak. I know but do not feel. What am I? What am I? WHAT AM I?
Birds and beasts and swimming things stampeded through her heart, leaving holes. They left scratches too, holes and scratches and a feeling of exhilaration. Sadness. Nearly all of the magpies were dead‌—‌only nineteen remained in the whole world. There was a baby seal in the sea of Urank by the sharp rock where the yellow sea dragons lived. Its mother had just been eaten by a shark and it was scared.
Its cries were washed away by the pounding of the tide‌—‌in, out, in, out, in‌—‌but the water was air, the tide wind, the shores were every living body. She filled them, emptied them again. Her body trembled against every noise, against every voice. She knew every whisper, touched every face. Her fingers were as long as the earth, her arms as wide as the sky…
“Brinley! Brinley, wake up!”
Hugo was shaking her. Animus was there, too. Behind his exhaustion was a comforting sense of strength. “I’m here, Mother,” he said. He took her hands in his. “If you return my power to me, I can help you bear the weight. Let me help you.”
She nodded. She pushed the waves and wind and rock aside in her mind, searching for the words she needed. The moment she found them, she said them.
Animus grunted and the storm inside her vanished. She closed her eyes, body trembling, mind reeling. Her heart felt bare and dry, like a fruit with all the juice squeezed out of it. The scratch on her chest was throbbing. She tried to open her eyes again but could not remember how.



Chapter Thirty-One
In which Hugo takes the chicken stairs
Brinley woke amid a field of white clouds. They were rushing by her silently, and Hugo’s arms were around her, holding her steady. She sat up. They were riding Peridot, she realized. She had survived.
“Good morning,” Hugo said brightly.
“Good morning,” Brinley smiled.
“I thought you were dead for a while there.”
“I’m not.”
“Good,” Hugo laughed nervously. “Imagine what I’d say to my father!” He cleared his throat. “Yeah, sorry, Father. The old Magemother died. There was a new one‌—‌she died too, though. No, I didn’t do anything to save her. By the way, the essence of all evil is loose in the land.”
Brinley laughed, then stopped when she realized that almost all of that was true. She looked back at Hugo. “Oh no! What happened to your ear?”
“The Kutha,” Hugo said, reaching up to cover it. “I forgot.”
“Don’t touch it!” Brinley stopped his hand and examined his ear herself. It was a terrible thing to look at.
“How bad is it?” Hugo asked.
“I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “Half of it is gone, but the inside part looks okay. It’s just bleeding on the outside. It will probably be okay.”
Hugo nodded. “I’m starting to hear out of it again.”
Brinley looked at him. He had been through so much, captured by the witches, imprisoned by Tennebris, attacked by the Kutha. She had been through a lot, too. Tears filled her eyes as she recalled the events of the day in her mind.
“What is it?” Hugo asked.
“My dad,” Brinley said. “He’s gone.”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“When I was with my mother, she showed me things. Anyway, I got to see my dad, and tried to bring him back with me from Ert, but…he didn’t make it. He just‌—‌” she gestured desperately, choking back tears, “he just got lost somewhere. In ‘the void.’ I don’t know what’s going to happen to him, and there’s no time to look for him now.”
“I’m sure you will find him,” Hugo said. His voice sounded odd.
“What?”
“It’s just,” Hugo gave her a careful look, “you say all those things happened to you in there. But you were only gone for a minute.”
She shrugged. “I think that light that I went through must have some effect on time.” She wanted to change the subject. She didn’t want to think about what had happened in there. “Where is Tennebris?”
“I don’t know,” Hugo looked out over the city nervously. They could just see the castle in the distance now. “He just disappeared.”
“He will be looking for a new body,” Brinley said, remembering what her mother had said.
“The king?” Hugo asked, looking sick at the thought.
“Your father?” It made sense. “Yes, maybe. I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Brinley said hastily, putting a hand to her head to steady herself.
“Are you okay?” Hugo asked her, looking concerned.
“I think so,” she said.
It will return more slowly this time, a voice said in her head, startling her. Do not worry.
It’s me,
Animus. The Magemother can communicate over great distances with her children. She didn’t tell you?
We didn’t have time, Brinley said. What will return more slowly?
The weight, the power. I am holding most of it for you. I will help you bear it.
She told Hugo what Animus had said.
“Wow,” he said, eyes going wide. “That’s amazing! Ask him where he went. He just disappeared and told us to meet him at the castle.”
I am already in the city, the voice came again. I was worried about Belterras and Cassis. They were nearly destroyed when their power was taken. I am taking them somewhere safe. The battle has already commenced. I will meet you there.
She told Hugo what he had said.
“So you really are the Magemother?” he asked, his eyes full of wonder. “What’s it like?”
“It’s awful,” she said truthfully.
“Oh,” Hugo said, “It’s just, you know…”
“What?”
“Well,” he said, looking slightly sheepish. “It’s always sort of been my dream to become a mage, and you’ve just done it overnight…” He went silent, looking embarrassed.
Brinley felt taken aback. She hadn’t thought that anybody would want to be in her position. “How would you like to be the Mage of Fire?” she asked, holding out her hands.
He looked at them, his expression turning from shock to hunger, then to embarrassment once more. He looked down, shaking his head. “I don’t think it works like that.”
“No,” she agreed, “but we tried.” She shrugged and smiled at him.
He forced a smile in return. “I guess I’ll just have to be the king, then.”
“Poor thing,” she said, trying to look very sad. “Anyway, I’m not really a mage, I’m the Magemother. I don’t think it’s the same thing.”
“No,” Hugo agreed, “it’s not.” He smiled. “You really don’t know much, do you?”
“Hey,” she said, and punched him playfully in the shoulder. It felt good to be laughing with a friend. The danger was far from over, but they were alive. They had escaped Tennebris once, and it was easier to believe that they could do it again.
Hugo grinned a little wider. “It’s nice to finally see you, by the way.”
“Oh no!” Brinley exclaimed. “You can, can’t you?” Her hands went to her hair. She had lost track of how long she had been here, but she knew she had slept on it at least twice without brushing it.
Hugo laughed. “No, no, you look fine‌—‌really good, actually.” He blushed and hurried on. “I’ve been able to see you since you came out of that light stuff.”
“That makes sense,” Brinley said slowly. “I guess that’s about when I stopped trying to hide‌—‌I mean,” she added hastily, wishing she hadn’t said that. “I didn’t need to be hidden anymore‌—‌from Lux, I mean.”
“Oh,” Hugo said. “I almost forgot! Animus said that you would need this.” He reached into his pocket and brought out the little glowing ball.
She took it, tucked it back into her shirt pocket next to her heart. She felt its warmth go through her almost at once.
“It’s warm,” Hugo said softly. “What is it?”
“Light.”
Hugo nodded. “That’s what it feels like,” he said.
They sat together in silence for a while, enjoying a moment of peace while they could. They knew that when they reached the king’s city, it would be under attack, but for now, there was nothing to do but wait.
***
When they reached the city, a battle was raging beneath them. Brinley counted ten‌—‌fifteen‌—‌no, twenty witches. A few of them rode terrible-looking creatures, while others were advancing on foot. They moved through the city streets from every direction, advancing on the castle. Archers were poised on the high castle walls, and the gate was closed. March seemed to be leading the attack. Her mount, a giant, bristling wolf, was bearing down on the castle gate. On the other side of the gate, standing with the king’s guards, was Tuck. A small group of armored gnomes stood with him.
A pale, green smoke covered most of the city, and began to billow over the castle wall. Most of the townspeople, it seemed, had taken shelter in their homes. On top of the wall, several of the soldiers began to choke and gag on the smoke. One of them toppled off the high wall and was set upon viciously by a tall, wraithlike witch with a shaved head. The other witches held their ground, waiting outside the wall. Brinley searched the scene below, trying to find the source of the smoke.
“There,” Hugo said. He must have been thinking along the same lines, for he was pointing at March. Upon closer examination, Brinley realized that the smoke was not coming from any fire, but from the witch herself. She rode the wolf proudly, slowly, one hand high in the air, brandishing a green dagger like a saber‌—‌Habis’s dagger, she realized. March must have stolen it from Habis during their fight. The smoke was issuing from the glowing blade.
“What is she doing?” Brinley exclaimed.
“Poisoning the soldiers,” Peridot snarled. “Hold on,” she said, then dove abruptly.
Brinley screamed. She wasn’t afraid for her life exactly‌—‌she trusted Peridot, but the sensation of going into a sudden dive was unnerving. When she got control of herself, she realized what they were aiming for. Peridot was descending upon March. The witch looked up at the last second and dove to the side, narrowly avoiding Peridot’s outstretched claws; the wolf she had been riding was not so lucky. Peridot landed on it with a loud crunch, while Hugo and Brinley were flattened against her back by the force of the sudden stop.
Brinley looked up, only to see the March Witch staring back at them. She was standing mere feet away, looking furious. Brinley grabbed the back of Hugo’s shirt wildly as Peridot rocketed into the air again.
“I must get you to safety,” Peridot said, her wings beating fast as they climbed. “The witch will not be taken by surprise again, and it is not a good idea for you to be in the middle of the fighting.”
“Why not?” Hugo said fiercely, a wild look in his eyes. “Just let me pick up a spear or something!”
“No,” Peridot said, banking to the left to fly over the castle, “There is no reason that the two of you should be risked in battle. Besides,” she said dipping her head to draw their attention to the scene below, “this fight will be over quickly.”
Brinley followed her gesture and saw Animus moving through the streets inside the castle wall. Archibald was right beside him, and Cannon brought up the rear.
“Look!” Hugo exclaimed. “Tennebris, and the idris!”
Brinley had noticed them too. The idris, twelve feet tall at least, was sprinting towards the rear castle wall. Riding on its shoulders, like a mantle of dark mist, was the darkness that had come out of Tennebris’s body. It reminded Brinley of a child riding on his father’s shoulders. It had been a diversion of sorts, Brinley realized. March had drawn the soldiers’ attention to the castle gate. Archers scrambled, sending a hail of arrows at the idris, but it was not enough. Several arrows missed, while others bounced off of the idris’s thick skin as he jumped onto the wall. The wall was high and sheer, and Brinley wondered how he would make it to the top, but her question was soon answered. In midair, the idris raised a pair of steel spikes, driving them hard into the face of the wall as he struck it. He then proceeded to climb, hand over hand, using the spikes like a climber’s pickaxes.
Peridot was flying lower now, observing the idris as he made his ascent. The giant reached the top of the wall and hurried across it, sending knights and archers flying over the edge in a chorus of screams.
“Come,” Peridot said restlessly, banking over the castle. “Where shall I take you?”
“To the keep,” Hugo said. “That’s where my father will be. We can help him fight.”
“No,” Peridot said. “Someplace safe. I will drop you outside the city.”
“No,” Hugo said. “There’s an old farm right below the castle. Nobody ever goes there. We’ll be safe.” He leaned out over Peridot’s neck so she could see where he was pointing. A minute later, they landed amid the sound of chickens scrambling for cover. Brinley stood on the ground with Hugo and watched as Peridot flew away toward the battle.
“You gave in to Peridot pretty quickly,” Brinley observed. “Why did you tell her to bring us here?”
“I’ll show you,” Hugo said, grinning. “Follow me.”
***
Animus stopped in front of Tuck and his warriors when he reached the inside of the castle gate, and Archibald came to a halt beside him.
“Are you ready?” Animus asked Tuck.
“Quite ready,” Tuck said, one hand tightening on the hilt of his ax. “There is one witch in particular that I need to have words with. Although,” he said as an afterthought, “I wouldn’t mind having some backup.”
Animus nodded. “You and I will handle her together. Cannon, you take the rest of the gnomes and attack the witches from the east wall. Captain Mark,” he continued, addressing the Captain of the King’s Guard, “I am going over the wall to break things up a bit. As soon as you are able, you may wish to raise the gate and come out to join me.”
The captain nodded.
“Where are Belterras and Cassis?” Archibald inquired. “Will they not come to fight?”
“They have other business to attend to,” Animus said, and he reached down to grab hold of Tuck by the shoulders.
“Wait,” Archibald protested. “I would appreciate it if you gave me a lift as well.”
“As you wish,” Animus said. The mage raised a hand and Archibald shot into the air in a high, graceful arc, landing lightly on the other side of the wall. A witch wearing a hat with a hawk’s head on it blinked at him in surprise.
“I bring you greetings from the king,” Archibald said formally. Without another word, he brought the silver ram’s head up and struck her in the shoulder. Her collarbone broke with a loud snap and she fell backward, shrieking in surprise. The hawk on her hat twitched to life and leapt at Archibald, talons reaching for his face. He twisted to the side, brought his cane around again, and the bird crumpled.
The witch was on her feet again, one hand held out before her like a sword. Archibald advanced slowly, unsure of what might happen next. After two steps, a pale-colored sword appeared out of thin air, streaking toward his left shoulder. Archibald brought the cane up to meet the sword, still advancing. The witch raised her other hand limply, her face twisting with the pain of her injured shoulder, and another sword appeared. Archibald breathed harder, retreating under the attack of the double blades. Finally, he twisted the cane sharply to bring the ram’s head against the sharp edge of the left blade. At the moment of impact, the blade shattered, and the witch gave a yelp of pain, dropping the other sword to cradle her newly injured hand.
Archibald seized the opportunity. He danced forward and hit her hard in the chest, and she tumbled backward. He waited for a second, but she didn’t move. Turning, he saw Animus fighting with five witches at once. He had separated himself from them by a wall of wind that he seemed to be trying to turn into a tornado.
The witch in the middle brandished a green dagger. She was screaming harshly in a language that even Archibald had never learned, leading the other witches in a chant, and the tornado kept coming apart before it could fully form. Archibald took a step toward them and was stopped by a burning sensation in his foot. He hopped backward, shaking his boot. It felt like he had been standing in fire. It looked like the toe of his boot had been eaten away by acid.
“You killed her,” a prickly voice hissed. “But I will not be so easy.”
Archibald spun around to face his new attacker. She had charcoal skin and eyes like writhing black beetles. She was oddly short, and wore a rotting leather bag over one shoulder. Archibald raised his cane. “How can you hope to prove successful,” he asked calmly, “when even that marvelous hat didn’t save your friend?”
The witch laughed. With a flourish, she removed a large red and yellow mushroom from the bag at her side and crushed it in her hand. Then she opened her hand and raised it to her lips as if blowing him a kiss. Tiny particles flew at Archibald like dandelions seeds, catching in his clothes, his hair. Everything they touched melted instantly. His clothing seared and shriveled, burning his skin, and his hair smoked. Several of the particles nearly landed on his face before he jumped away.
The bug-eyed witch cackled cheerfully. With a loud crack, she brought her hands together, black eyes spinning up beneath her eyelids. She let her head fall backward, extending her arms to her sides, and something shifted beneath Archibald’s feet, as if the ground had become suddenly soft. He glanced down to see the dirt rippling like water beneath his boots. A beetle emerged from the dirt and flopped onto his boot, like a seal jumping out of a wave. Then another followed it. Then they began pouring out. Hundreds of beetles, thousands, pouring out of the ground like ants out of an ant hill. They were crawling up his legs, into his clothes, biting him, and each bite felt like the sting of a bee. Archibald shouted. He tried to run forward but the beetles were heavy and his movements were sluggish.
With great effort, he managed to break free enough to reach the witch and tackle her to the ground. He had hoped that the beetles would attack her too, but they fell over her without effect. The beetles covered him again, and he had just given in to the idea that he would not break free when a sudden gust of wind blew the beetles from his back. Another gust sent him falling to the ground, but he didn’t mind; it had blown most of the beetles off the front of his body. For a moment, he thought that Animus had come to his rescue, but it was Peridot, standing over the body of the bug-eyed witch, which had been reduced to several pieces. With the third down stroke of her wings, the rest of the beetles were dispersed.
“Thank you,” Archibald said, attempting to stand up. “I bit off more than I could chew, so to speak.”
Peridot nodded, licking her lips. “I must leave you to it now,” she said. “It looks like Animus has things under control now. There is an idris that needs my attention.”
Archibald waved as she launched herself skyward. Finally, he succeeded in getting to his feet. The bite of the beetles had left his legs oddly numb and unresponsive. Turning back to the fight, he saw that Animus was chasing down the rest of the witches with several swirling ends of a tornado that stretched into the clouds. He could see the captured witches tumbling around in a circular vortex high in the air. Nine, he counted, but the one called the March Witch was not among them.
***
Brinley sighed. She had expected something like this. “Where are you going?” she asked, following Hugo to the hen house.
“We,” he corrected. “I’m not leaving you alone.”
She gave him a blank look.
“Well,” he said, shuffling his feet. “I mean, you’re the Magemother now, aren’t you? So I should look out for you, right?”
“I suppose,” she said cautiously. “But if you’re trying to protect me, then why do I feel like we’re about to do something dangerous?”
He grinned. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing, can we?”
“But chickens?” she asked, following him inside.
“Never underestimate a chicken,” Hugo said sagely, trying for his best Archibald imitation.
It was dim and cramped. The chickens clucked and shuffled around her in a puff of feathers. Hugo lifted a rusted sheet of metal off the floor to reveal a hole, which he immediately jumped into. A second later, his head popped back out of it. “It leads into the castle,” he said. “Come on!”
She hopped in after him, landing in a low dark tunnel.
“I can’t see!” she said, startled at the idea of pressing forward in the darkness.
“It’s okay,” Hugo said, “I know the way. I’ve been through here a thousand times. Here, hold on to me.”
She sighed. She had felt torn when Peridot told her that she was supposed to hide instead of fight. It didn’t feel right to desert her friends. Now she had even less of a choice. She couldn’t just let Hugo go alone. So much for staying out of the action. She put a hand on his shoulder. “Okay. Let’s go.”
When they emerged a few minutes later from behind a painting, the castle was quiet.
“Is it always this quiet?” Brinley whispered nervously.
“Never.”
They heard heavy breathing, and a scullery maid scrambled out of a doorway on one side of the hall and disappeared through another. She hadn’t noticed them.
“The castle has been locked down!” Hugo said excitedly. He headed off at a brisk pace and she followed him, their footsteps echoing eerily off the marble floor. “They’ll be keeping the king in the throne room,” he explained. “It’s the most secure place in the castle.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I know a way in, though.”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course you do.”



Chapter Thirty-Two
In which Brinley has a brilliant idea
Five minutes later a tall mirror swung open and they stepped into the throne room, startling a group of guards nearby.
“Hugo!”
King Remy broke free of the circle of bodyguards that surrounded him. “You’re here! How? Where have you been?”
“I‌—‌”
Hugo’s answer was cut off by a vigorous hug from his father. “Is Archibald with you? Did you find Animus? There is wind outside, great whirlwinds fighting the giants!”
“Yes,” Hugo said, shaking himself free. “Animus, and the Magemother.”
“The Magemother?” the king said, casting a look toward the passage as if waiting for her to step through. “She’s back?”
“She’s here,” Hugo said, pulling Brinley forward.
“Oh my,” Remy mumbled, hand covering his mouth in surprise. “Dear me, you look just like‌—‌” He stopped himself. “A new Magemother? In my lifetime? It is an honor to meet you.” He turned to the room and said in a loud voice, “All hail the new Magemother.”
“Hail!” the room shouted, and to Brinley’s surprise, everyone gave her a bow, even the king.
“I’m afraid that’s all the ceremony we have time for under the circumstances,” he said apologetically. “Can you stop these giants?”
BOOM!
“It’s here!” a guard shouted from the doorway. Something had collided with the massive oak doors. Brinley felt a sudden wave of fear overtake her. The idris was here. Tennebris would be with it, and she would have to face it. Alone.
“When beyond my home you go,”
she sang softly to herself.
BOOM!
“There’s several things you ought to know…”
“I hope you have a plan,” Hugo said as the guards encircled them. Across the room, several soldiers were attempting to brace the door.
Brinley was thinking hard. How had the giant gotten through the wind? Was Cannon all right? What had her mother said? Trust your instincts. That didn’t seem like much help.
BOOM!
“That lies will catch you fewer flies,” she continued, “than honey and a happy smile.”
The king put a hand on her shoulder as the circle of guards tightened nervously. “My men can’t handle the idris for long. What should we do?”
“It’s not the giant I’m worried about,” Brinley said. “Tennebris is with him‌—‌I mean, not Tennebris. I took his power, and he died, but‌—‌”
“Darkness,” the king finished. His face had gone white.
BOOM!
She continued, trying to calm herself. “So wash your face, but not the mirror. It’s full of evil things, my dear…”
BOOM!
The left door cracked right down the middle and the soldiers started jabbing at the idris through the crack with swords and pikes. One of them screamed as he was pulled through it. Brinley looked on in a daze, her mind clutching at a ridiculous idea. It was the poem that had made her think of it.
“Brinley?” Hugo said frantically, tugging on her arm.
“I have an idea,” she said. It was a crazy idea‌—‌a bad idea probably, but it was the only one that she had. She wasn’t even sure if it made sense, but it felt like the thing to do. She decided to run with it, trusting that this was part of the “instincts” her mother had spoken of.
“The mirror,” she told him, grabbing hold of his arm and forcing her way out of the protective circle. “Come on, help me!”
As soon as he figured out what she was about, Hugo got some of the guards to help them take down the mirror that hid the secret passageway. It was housed in an ornate wooden frame, which they pried from the wall.
BOOM!
“Put it by the throne,” she told them.
They had just finished leaning it against the throne when the door finally broke and the giant forced his way inside. The idris was fifteen feet tall and as wide as three men. Despite the arrows sticking out of it, the idris fought with great energy, dispatching the dozen door guards in a matter of seconds.
A long row of knights met it next, and they proved more resilient than the guards. They were heavily armored and most of them were tall and broad with the exception of a small, wiry man with a bow. Brinley felt helpless as she watched. Soon the knights had formed a circle around the idris. The smallest knight let fly arrow after arrow, apparently determined to turn the giant into a pin cushion, but the idris continued to challenge them. Soon one knight fell, then another. When the third knight fell, Hugo drew the sword at his side and stepped forward, but his father held him back.
“No,” he said. “Let them do their duty. Your moment will come.”
A loud crash brought the fighting to a pause as all heads turned to the doorway.
A wild boar, big as a rhinoceros and wheezing in panic, skidded into the throne room bearing March upon its back. The witch looked very haggard, and it didn’t take long to realize why they were running. Peridot was close behind. With a bound, she sailed through the air and latched onto the boar’s hind quarters. The great beast jerked wildly in an attempt to free itself, but Peridot unfurled her wings and gave a single powerful down beat, lifting the back end of the boar into the air and flipping it upside down.
With a yelp, March leapt from the boar, rolling on the floor to break her fall. The boar, disoriented, died a moment later as Peridot descended upon its throat. A second later, she leapt after March, stopping a foot from her face.
Brinley caught her breath. She had never seen anything so terrible. The fur around Peridot’s jowls was red with blood, her teeth bared savagely. “Withdraw your forces, witch!” Peridot growled, a ridge of fur and feathers rising on her back.
For a moment, Brinley thought March would comply, but a second later the witch was rising to her feet, her face set. “You cannot win this war,” she said calmly. She turned to the room at large. “Today,” she said with a loud voice, “you may prevail, but you will not last against the darkness that is coming!”
“Enough,” Peridot growled, slapping her across the face with a massive paw so that she tumbled to the floor. “It is your strength that has failed today, March. Your forces have been insufficient. Your own sister has abandoned your cause.”
“Lies!” March spat back, holding the side of her face gingerly as she stood up. Peridot had left a single deep cut that ran from the back of the witch’s head to her chin. “The witches are strong. We stand as one against you!”
“The witches are divided. Your sister stood against you in battle today. I saw her with my own eyes coming to the aid of the Magemother on Calypsis.
March looked furious. “Lies!” she spat. “She would not! She could not!”
Peridot lunged, taking advantage while the witch was distracted, but March slipped away at the last second, running for the door. She was incredibly fast, moving with the speed of a wild animal. Peridot spun, trying to corner the witch again, only to find that the idris had approached her from behind. She leapt into the air and sailed over his head, cutting off March’s retreat at the same time. Several of the guards had sprung into action, falling in behind her.
“Here, herald,” March said, coming to a halt and scowling. “A gift from my father. It was meant for the Magemother, but you will have to suffice!” As she spoke, she began to draw something like a spiderweb from a pouch at her belt. She drew it out by the corner with a flourish and brandished it like a matador’s cape. It was a black thing, woven of shadow, glistening with tears. Without warning, she flung it at Peridot.
It sailed through the air slowly, transfixing the onlookers. Peridot retreated, but not fast enough. It engulfed her face and chest, clinging to her like a living thing. She gave a single, solitary roar of outrage before her body went limp. Seeing its opportunity, the idris rushed forward, picking up her body and hurling it out the door and over the ramparts.
Her wings never beat to break the fall.
March let loose a peal of laughter and flung a tiny crystal marble at the floor. It erupted into a cloud of smoke and she disappeared.
“No!” Brinley screamed. Hugo held her fast as the knights swarmed the idris. They fought with new vigor, enraged by Peridot’s death. The idris fought with desperation too, taking down one guard, then another, but in the end his leg was taken at the knee by a large knight with a poleax, and he came down.
A small hush of relief passed through the chamber, only to be stifled as a shadow crept through the doorway.
The darkness had come.
It slid around the door posts and convalesced upon the floor, growing, step by step into feet and legs and torso. Hands and head came last, pitted ember eyes emerging as it came to stand before the king’s circle.
“I need a husk, Remy,” the darkness rasped, “and I think you will do nicely!”
The knights lunged, but their weapons swung through him, touching nothing but air.
Hugo pushed Brinley and they tumbled out of his path.
He glided slowly up to the king, hands outstretched.
“Stop!” Brinley’s voice startled even herself. She stood beside the mirror. “He is not your host.”
The darkness turned to face her, a look of doubt flitting across its face. “You do not decide.”
“I do,” Brinley said firmly. Her mother had said so. Hoping beyond hope that her plan would work, she held the gaze of the darkness as it glided toward her.
“Who will I take?” it asked curiously. “You?”
“Not me,” she said. “Look.” With a little flourish, she stepped aside so that the darkness was standing right in front of the mirror.
The darkness stared into itself.
It didn’t see the mirror‌—‌not like a normal person would. It saw itself, darkness reflecting darkness, and it was mesmerized.
“Yes,” the darkness whispered softly. It moved closer to the mirror, then hesitated. It turned back to Brinley, suspicious.
“You are providing a host?”
“You must live,” she said simply.
The darkness turned back to the mirror and smiled. “True,” it said, and walked inside.



Chapter Thirty-Three
In which there is a fluffy bathrobe
Where did he go?”
“Will it keep him locked in?”
“I don’t see him.”
“I think,” Animus said, “that he will be lost in there for a long while.” He smiled at Brinley proudly. “Well done.”
It was the day after the battle, and Brinley was meeting with the king and his council. Animus was there too, along with Hugo and several of the soldiers who had been present for the battle.
“While Animus was fighting the witches on the west,” a soldier was saying, “we were on the east side with Cannon and King Thieutukar. Cannon was holding up well against two witches, but the rest of us were…struggling. After a while, Archibald joined us, and we began to gain ground. Then the second idris arrived.”
“We were losing men fast after that,” a gray-bearded soldier agreed. That was Captain Mark, Brinley knew. “We would have lost many more, if it had not been for the Angel Witch.”
“Who?” the king asked.
The captains looked to Archibald. “It’s what the soldiers are calling her,” he explained. Compared to the day before, Brinley thought he was looking much better. Sleep seemed to have done him a world of good. “One witch broke off from the others,” Archibald continued. “The Angel Witch. She started fighting on our side.”
“She was incredible!” Captain Mark cut in. “She picked apart their defenses like that.” He snapped his fingers to emphasize the point.
“What did she look like?” Brinley asked.
“Oh, she was an ugly hag,” Captain Mark said appreciatively. “Fierce, you know. She wielded a magic green ring. My platoon was under attack from the smaller idris when she came to our rescue.” He shuddered. “I don’t like to think what would have happened if she hadn’t been there.”
Brinley grinned. Apparently Habis had been unable to resist the good after all.
They all wanted to hear about Brinley’s story next, and she told it in full, only leaving out the part where she had saved her mother in the naptrap. That, she thought, would remain secret for a while.
Brinley lost track of the conversation for a while after that. They were speaking of people and places that were not familiar to her. Then they began to speak of the idris. “We all know where they must have come from,” the king was saying, “but how did they get here?” Remy was a short, solid man of even temper. His captains seem to have the utmost respect for him, as did Archibald. He sat beside Hugo, directly across from her in the circle of chairs.
Hugo nodded. “They could only have come from the Ire. How they made it here is the question.”
Animus stirred in his seat. “Days ago,” he began, “I followed an idris across the sixth bridge to the Wizard’s Ire.”
The soldiers stirred. “I received no such report,” one said.
Another protested, “That is impossible. The bridge is too well guarded.”
“We were not seen,” Animus explained. “I, too, thought that it was impossible, until I did it.”
The king waved a hand. “You and an idris are one thing,” he said. “What may be coming out next is what concerns me.”
Several heads nodded in agreement. Animus spoke up next. “This merits an investigation, to be sure. If the bridge has somehow become passable, then it is possible‌—‌however unlikely‌—‌that Shael may make the crossing.”
Nobody spoke.
After a moment, the king cleared his throat. “We will investigate. Perhaps you will consent to go with me to the bridge, Animus, and we can look into this problem together.”
Animus nodded. “The question of how creatures from the Ire crossed over should be our first priority,” he said, “but there is still the matter of the March Witch. She, for one, got away.”
The discussion seemed to go on for hours. Some of what they said was important, some seemed to have little to do with her. At length, Animus whispered something to the king and escorted her from the room.
“I needed a little break,” he admitted, “and there is a pressing matter to attend to.”
“What?”
“You will see.” He led her to a set of lavish rooms, his assigned guest quarters, she assumed. “I’ve hid them in here,” he said quietly as they entered. “It is not good for people to see them like this.”
Brinley gasped. Sitting in a set of high-backed chairs were a pair of men that she recognized only because of the clothes they wore. Belterras was thin and pale. His smile was warm with enthusiasm, but his face looked sickly. Cassis looked next to death. “Oh my!” she exclaimed, running to them. How had she forgotten about them? How long had they been waiting here in this room? She laid her hands on them each in turn, whispering in their ears, and their power returned.
Belterras was visibly altered right away. He wasn’t his jovial self yet, but he looked much healthier, and his smile was heartier.
As their power returned, Brinley felt lighter. Animus was visibly relieved as well.
“Why does that happen?” she asked.
“Why does what happen?” Animus said.
“I feel lighter. I feel the weight lifted from me, now that Belterras and Cassis have their power back.”
Animus nodded. “It feels the same for me. The power that the mages hold, the energy of the elements, it is all the same energy. You felt all of it, held all of it at once, did you not?”
“Yes,” she said, “but they all felt different too, and there are different mages.”
“We all carry our share,” Belterras chimed in.
“But it is all the same weight,” Cassis finished.
Comprehension dawned on Brinley. “Like oxen,” she said.
“Pardon?” Belterras asked.
“It’s something my dad told me…I mean, it’s like the mages all pull the same cart, but they are all responsible for their own portion‌—‌the different elements of existence.”
Belterras nodded slowly. “I suppose that works, yes.”
“And when one of you loses your power, the others have to pick up the slack. The cart still has to be pulled.”
“True,” Cassis said. “However, one mage can never fully do another mage’s job. For example, since Lignumis has disappeared, we have been able to sustain the life of the trees that now stand, but are unable to grow any new ones.”
Brinley sighed deeply. It felt good to understand more about this. The mages were her responsibility now, and it was important that she learned as much about them as she could. “I suppose we will have to find Lignumis, then,” she said. “And the others.”
Animus smiled approvingly. “There is much to learn,” he said. “The power connects us, to each other and to you, but we have been unable to feel the lost mages since they disappeared. It is very likely that we will be of little help to you in the search for them. We have made no progress on our own.”
“I’m sure you will be very helpful,” she said reassuringly. She could feel them too, she realized suddenly. She could feel them standing there, even if she closed her eyes. She was connected to them.
“You feel us, and we feel you,” Belterras said, as if reading her mind.
“You feel different than your mother did,” Cassis said. “More…pleasant,” he said awkwardly. “At any rate, thank you for restoring our power.”
Belterras was less formal. He swept her up in a bear hug and began to tell her of all the things he would cook for her when she came to visit, and all the stories he needed to tell her.
“But not yet, Belterras,” Cassis said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Now we have work to do.”
Belterras nodded. He addressed Brinley. “We are going to find out how the creatures made it here from the Ire.”
Animus nodded. “I am accompanying Captain Mark to investigate the bridge.”
“Then we will start elsewhere,” Cassis said.
“Tomorrow,” Brinley urged them. “No offense, but you look terrible.”
Cassis gave a half smile, and Belterras laughed out loud. “Right you are. You sound just like your mother. Very well. Anyway, I have something else to do tonight.”
“What?” Brinley wanted to know.
“Well,” he said, “now that I’m back to my normal self, I have a mystery to solve.” He went on to tell a story about the battle. Evidently they had watched it from the castle, too weak to participate.
“We would have fought anyway,” Cassis said sourly, “but he locked us in here.”
Animus smiled.
Belterras cleared his throat. “As I was saying, all sorts of animals came to help fight for our side as well. Bears and lions and foxes…and birds.” He touched the side of his nose. “I knew all the birds, except for one. A big black swan.”
Cassis sighed loudly. “Not this again.”
“I didn’t recognize her! I didn’t know her! Just looking at her made me feel woozy…”
Cassis rolled his eyes. “You’re always woozy.”
“It was strange, that’s all. And I intend to get to the bottom of it. I’m not as tired as I look.”
Brinley laughed and bid them good night.
“I look forward to serving with you,” Cassis said formally.
Belterras hugged her again.
***
Brinley tried to sleep that night as well, but without success. She had been given the Magemother’s chambers, which she supposed was appropriate. However, as she looked around the room in the half-darkness she couldn’t help but think of her mother. This had been her room. She got out of bed and donned a fluffy bathrobe that hung nearby, reveling in the softness of it. She wondered if that had belonged to her mother as well. Maybe it did. Or maybe there was a closet full of fluffy bathrobes in the basement and they always brought them out for guests. She shrugged her silly thoughts away.
Crossing the room, she rummaged through the drawers of a desk until she found what she was looking for. She drew out a thin pad of paper and laid it on the desk, searching for the pencil in her hair. That was silly, of course. She must have lost it long ago. She couldn’t remember when it had fallen out. After another minute she found a set of long wax crayons and began to draw.
She drew her mother. She drew her the way she had looked in lightfall, warm and radiant, with no wound in her chest. She had to draw her before she forgot her face. She was already starting to forget‌—‌another day and it may have been too late. When she had finished, she looked at it. It was pretty good. That would have to do for now.
She returned to the bed and picked up the naptrap, turning it over and over in her hands and thinking about everything her mother had told her. There were so many things to do. She tried to list them all.
1. Find her father.
This one weighed heaviest on her mind. The only thing that gave her comfort was how little it seemed to worry her mother. Maybe it was normal for people to disappear on the way through. How was she going to find out, though? Where would she even start? She would have to learn more about the “void.” Maybe Animus could help her. Maybe Habis knew about the void.
When she thought of Habis, something shifted in the back of her mind. They were connected somehow, her father and Habis, but she couldn’t think how. Wait. That didn’t make any sense, did it? Then she saw it: the bell. Of course! Her father had said he heard a bell coming from Morley Church, just as she had! But given what she knew now, that didn’t make any sense. Habis said that the bell was made to summon her. How would her father have heard it? He couldn’t have, could he? Was there some other bell he was hearing? Was there some other way to contact him? Then she remembered the bell that her mother had handed to the gods when they had taken her. Was that it? Had they used it to summon her father? She shook her head. There were too many unknowns. She would have to talk with Habis and get some answers. If nothing else, the witch would be able to explain how the summoning bells worked.
She sighed. It was a place to start. At least she had hope now‌—‌a direction. But there were other things to be done first. She had responsibilities now. She wondered how often she would have to remind herself of that.
2. Find the lost mages and restore their power.
She said their names out loud to herself quietly. “Chantra, fire. Unda, water. Lignumis, wood.” Where would she start? She had absolutely no idea, but she had to succeed. Her mother’s fate depended on it.
She wondered where they could be. She remembered how she could feel the presence of the mages when she was with them and she closed her eyes, wondering if she could do it from a distance. If she could talk to them over a long distance, maybe she could feel where they were. She concentrated hard, picturing Animus as clearly as she could.
Almost immediately she felt him. It was faint, like looking at a person from a long way off.
Yes? A voice came in her head.
She gave a start. Animus, is that you?
I felt you searching for me. Are you all right?
This was going to be ridiculous! How would she ever have any privacy if she kept accidentally bumping minds with mages?
Do not despair, Animus said, sensing her angst. You will get used to it.
I was just thinking, she explained, changing the subject, that I might be able to find the lost mages. I mean, if I can feel you and the others, why not them?
Try.
She did. At once she realized that it was harder to focus on them since she had never met them. She changed tactics, thinking about their names, remembering what they had been like when she had seen them in the lightfall. It’s different, she admitted. Like they are so far away I can’t even tell if they’re real or not. I think I feel something, but I might just be imagining things.
That is how it feels for me too, he said. We will speak of this more another time. I must go now. I am speaking with the king.
As quickly as it had come, Animus’s voice was gone.
She twirled the naptrap faster. Right here between her fingers, her mother lay dying, frozen in a state of near death. Could she still think? Would she be aware of the time as it passed? It might take weeks to find the mages, even years. Had she saved her mother’s life, or confined her to prison? She shuddered at the thought, forcing herself to return to her list.
3. Find a herald.
That ought to be straightforward. She could just pick the burliest guard in the palace, couldn’t she? Or maybe perhaps she would pick a wizard. She almost smiled thinking of Cannon trailing behind her with a look of perpetual frustration. But of course that would never work. Cannon was meant for other things.
An idea struck her then, and she smiled. She would pick someone unexpected. Someone powerful, dangerous, but not in the eyes of others.
She returned to her list.
4. Pick a new mage to replace Lux.
This one made her especially nervous. Her mother had made it sound very important. She knew she couldn’t wait. Despite how pleased everyone was about her capture with the mirror, she doubted it would hold the darkness for long. A new mage was needed. But how would she pick? Who would she pick? She hardly knew anyone. A mage needed to be smart, she thought, and able to handle power. They needed to have good character, and they couldn’t be afraid of the darkness. They would have to confront evil in a way that nobody else would. Who did she know who fit that description? Who did she know who had faced the darkness and overcome it?
She sat bolt upright. She did know someone that fit that description. The idea seemed absurd to her at first, but the longer she entertained it, the less crazy it seemed. She gathered the crystal knife, the glowing ball of light, and the summoning bell and slipped them into the single, oversized pocket on the front of her robe. She felt a little silly, dressed like this, but it shouldn’t matter. Everyone would be asleep.
She walked quietly from her room in search of Hugo.
She found him in his rooms. She was worried that he might be sleeping, but he wasn’t. Archibald was there too. He bowed quickly to them. Brinley thought that his eyes lingered on her before he left. It was like he wanted to say something, but then he was closing the door.
Hugo was holding the king’s sword, and Brinley thought she could see an unshed tear or two in his eyes. He stared at her a moment, then collected himself and offered her a chair in the sitting room. “You’re still up too, huh?”
“Can’t sleep,” she said, sinking into a plush white couch.
“He brought me the king’s sword,” he said, looking down at it numbly. “I stole it once, you see, thought I deserved to carry it. Now he‌—‌” he broke off. “Anyway, I’m rambling. What can I do for you, Magemother?”
Brinley smiled. Something significant had obviously happened just now between Hugo and his teacher. She wished she hadn’t cut it short, but it was too late now. She guessed that he had changed a lot in the last few days, as she had.
“Your ear looks better.”
“Thanks,” he said, touching it absently. “Archibald helped me clean it. He thinks it will be just fine, but that I’ll look like a freak forever.”
Brinley laughed. Hugo did, too. It felt good to laugh at something after all that had happened.
“I wanted to talk to you about something,” she said cryptically.
Hugo sat down, waiting. That was part of the new Hugo, she thought. The boy she had met at the Magisterium hadn’t been patient at all.
“It’s about Lux,” she began.
Hugo sat up straight, face going blank. She guessed that he was remembering the monster Lux had become, the terrible things that Lux had done to him.
“It’s not what you think,” she assured him. “It’s about this.” She pulled the orb out of her pocket. The room seemed to brighten a little.
Hugo relaxed. “Oh. What about it?”
“I have to find someone to give it to,” she said. “It’s fading.”
Hugo looked confused. “What do you mean?”
“It needs a human heart to live in.”
“Oh,” he said, but she knew he still didn’t understand. “How much time do you have?” he asked.
“Another day, maybe. I don’t want to take more time than that.”
Hugo looked thoughtful. “You have to find someone to take it?”
“Yes.”
“What about you?” he asked. “Couldn’t you do it?”
“No,” she said firmly. “Whoever takes it will become the Mage of Light and Darkness, and I am not a mage. I’m‌—‌”
“The Magemother, right.” He was thinking.
“What about Archibald?” he asked brightly. “He’s probably the best man I know.”
“Not Archibald,” she said. “But you’re on the right track. Whoever takes it has to be a very good person, or the light wouldn’t be at home, I think.” She startled herself with that last bit. Nobody had told her that, but instinctively she knew that it was true. Maybe this was what her mother had been referring to when she had told her to trust her instincts. She shook herself. “Anyway, they need to be wise, too, and strong, because eventually they will have to deal with the darkness.”
Hugo stood and started to pace. “What about one of the wizards from the Magisterium? They’re used to dealing with power and things like that.”
“I don’t think so,” she said. “Too old. Anyway, I don’t know them.”
“That’s true,” he said, stopping to look at her. “I don’t either. I just thought…” He started pacing again. “What about Tabitha?” he said, turning suddenly.
Brinley laughed.
“I mean,” he said, “I know she’s odd, but she’s good. She’s sort of pure, you know?”
“I know,” she said. “But no. Not Tabitha, either.”
“Where do you suppose she is, anyway?” Hugo asked.
“Well,” Brinley said, “I suppose she went back to the Magisterium, didn’t she?”
Hugo looked startled. “No. No, she didn’t. Archibald just told me all about it. She met him after we left her, and they traveled together. They were attacked by an idris and she disappeared.”
“What?” Brinley sat up straight. “Are you serious?”
“Yes.” Hugo relaxed a bit. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I’ve decided she’s probably fine.”
“Really?”
“Yeah,” he said, nodding to himself. “I don’t know what it is, but she seems to be able to take care of herself.”
“True,” Brinley admitted. Her mind was racing again. She would have to find Tabitha now, too. “Five,” she mumbled to herself.
“What?”
“Oh, nothing,” she said hastily. “Where were we?”
“Looking for a new mage. Who are you going to get, then?” he said, starting to pace again. “How will you find them?”
“My mother told me I would just know. She said it would be clear to me.”
Hugo looked at her, struck by a sudden idea. “Okay,” he said, hurrying to get his boots. “Okay. I’ll take you to see some people. I know a lot of people. We’ll start with the knights. You can meet them and see if you can pick someone.”
“But I’ve already picked someone,” she said, standing up.
He got to his feet too, one boot on, one left by the chair. “You have? Who?”
“You.”
Hugo stared at her blankly.
She smiled at him and held out the ball.
He reached his hand out for it slowly, then paused. “But this means…”
“You’ll be a mage,” she said softly. “Will you take it?”
He took it. The ball melted in his hand and he gave a sharp intake of breath. The little golden strands of light unwound and wrapped themselves around his hand, scooting up his arm. It moved across his chest until it was right over his heart, then sank in through his shirt, through his skin.
He shivered.
“Are you okay?” Brinley asked him, taking his arm.
“Yeah, I think so. What happens now?”
“I don’t know.”
“What will my father say?”
“I don’t know.”
Hugo grinned. “Okay.”
Hey, Hugo, she said, reaching out to him with her mind.
“What?” he asked. Then his face grew pale. “Holy buns,” he mumbled. “That’s different.”
She nodded. “I think a lot of things will be different now.”
***
She left Hugo’s rooms feeling exhilarated. One down. Now she needed to find Tabitha. She thought over the events of the day, looking for some clue as to what might have happened to her. She had made Hugo relate Archibald’s account to her in full. How could she have disappeared? Where could she have gone?
Then she remembered. The swan! No wonder it had stuck out to Belterras. It wasn’t a bird at all. She didn’t know how she knew it, but she felt certain.



Chapter Thirty-Four
In which there is a herald
She found the mage of Earth among the earth; he was in the king’s gardens, speaking to the birds. She didn’t have to ask anyone where he was. She could feel him there, like you feel a person in a dark room right in front of you. She could have found him anywhere. He was a mage, and she was the Magemother.
“Have you found her yet?” she asked. She had walked up behind him quietly, and he hadn’t heard her coming.
He jumped, turning away from the birds. “Brinley!” he said. “I mean, Mother.” He smiled and offered her a seat on a little stone bench that bridged a garden stream. “To what do I owe this honor? I would have thought you’d be sleeping till lunchtime.”
Brinley looked up at the pinpricks of starlight clinging to the dawn. “Maybe later,” she said. “I wanted to ask you about the swan.”
“Really?” Belterras looked surprised, and more than a little pleased. “Good.” He smiled. “I know the swan is significant somehow. Unfortunately, no one seems to know where it went.” He gestured at the birds peeping out of the trees around them.
“I think I do,” she said.
He blinked in surprise.
“Really?”
“Yes. Will you take me?”
***
A very large harpy eagle landed on the east balcony of the highest tower of the Magisterium and Brinley slid smoothly from its back. The eagle became Belterras again and they walked into the tower together.
“What a wonderful place!” he said brightly. “I came here myself once, when I was blown into a hedgeapple tree…I had almost forgotten. A little girl took thorns out of my wing. Is that who we are looking for?”
“Yes,” Brinley said, looking around now.
“There,” Belterras said, pointing to a dark corner of the roof where a black swan was nestled beside a family of starlings.
Brinley held out her hands and called to it, and the swan glided down to land at their feet, looking up at them.
“Tell me about her,” Belterras said eagerly.
“Her name is Tabitha.”
“Does she study shape changing at the school? I had no idea that the Magisterium had produced anyone with her talent. I’m surprised I have not heard about it.”
“I’m not,” Brinley said. “She studies what she wants. Mostly how to help things that can’t help themselves. The rest of the time she stays up here, collecting news from the birds.” Brinley placed her hand on the swan’s head gently. “Nobody knows her, really. I think I might be her only friend.”
“My, my,” Belterras cooed, bending down to stroke a glossy black wing. “I have been looking for someone like her for half my life.”
Brinley nodded. This is what she had hoped for. “You need an apprentice,” she said.
Belterras looked up at her like he was about to backpedal. “Well, I’m not sure I’m really old enough to have a formal apprentice,” he said, winking, “but I would certainly like to tutor her, for a start. Someone with her talent! Imagine the possibilities.” He stared off into the distance and Brinley smiled to herself.
“Why won’t she change back?” Brinley asked. “‘Doesn’t she know how?”
Belterras smiled. “Oh, I think she could figure it out, if she wanted to. It’s very freeing, being a bird. The first time I did it I didn’t change back for a month. I was terrified I’d never be able to do it again.”
Unbidden, a question popped into Brinley’s mind. “Belterras,” she said. “Can I learn to change shape, too? My mother told me the Magemother wasn’t an actual mage, but she could change shape just like you.”
Belterras gave her a kind smile. “With enough practice,” he said, “you may be able to. Almost anyone may learn, given enough time and the right teacher. I worked with her for a long time before she was able to accomplish the task.” He chuckled. “Actually, it happened quite by accident. She was trying to turn into a swallow‌—‌a very graceful bird, but a magpie flew past as she was transforming for the first time, and her concentration wavered. Next thing you know she was a magpie. She never could shape anything else.”
Brinley nodded. “What about Tabitha?”
“Ah,” he said, turning back to the swan. “For her it will be very different. I expect she will take to new shapes like a duck to water. Speaking of which, it would be nice to talk to her while we are here.” He looked the swan in the eyes. “You can be yourself now,” he said. “I promise I’ll teach you to be a bird again if it’s the last thing I do, though I think you will find that it is very easy.”
The swan’s head swung swiftly up at him then, its form shifting silently under the morning sun.
“Tabitha!” Brinley cried, throwing her arms around the girl.
Tabitha looked a little confused, but pleased. “I knew you would come for me,” she said softly in Brinley’s ear. “I knew it.” She pulled away, looking at Belterras. “Hello, Belsie,” she said, surprised.
“Hello.”
“You’ll teach me?”
“Yes.”
She looked back at Brinley. “You don’t need me?”
Brinley felt her heart break a little. “Of course I do, Tabitha. You’re my best friend in the world, and I barely even know you.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Tabitha said, waving her hand dismissively.
Brinley gave her a long smile. They walked to the east balcony, arms around each other. Belterras moved away politely, studying the array of birds‌—‌talking to them, she realized.
“What is it?” Tabitha asked her.
“What?”
“You wanted to tell me something else?”
“Well, yes.”
“What?”
Brinley laughed. She wasn’t used to talking to people like Tabitha‌—‌not that there were people like Tabitha. She was looking forward to getting used to it.
“I do need your help, Tabitha, and Belterras does, too.”
Tabitha looked over her shoulder at the mage when his name was mentioned. “What does he want?” she whispered. “I thought he was going to teach me how to be a bird again.” She grinned playfully. “I’m already pretty good.”
Brinley giggled. “He wants to train you, Tabitha. Maybe to be his apprentice one day. Maybe to take over for him one day.”
Tabitha’s eyebrows shot precariously high, looking back at him with wonder. Her gaze slowly dimmed, eyebrows locked up, gazing at nothing.
“But for now,” Brinley said, shaking the other girl’s sleeve, “I hope you will do something for me.”
“Oh,” Tabitha said, blinking the haze away. “What?”
“I want you to be my herald.”
Tabitha looked confused.
“I’m the Magemother now,” Brinley began.
Tabitha patted her on the head, smiling proudly. “I know that, silly.”
Brinley laughed again. “That means I need a herald.”
“Like Peridot?”
“Exactly,” Brinley nodded. “Like Peridot.”
“But I’m not like Peridot,” Tabitha protested.
Brinley smiled. “I expect lots of people will say that, but I think you are more like her than you might think.”
Tabitha scowled slightly, thinking hard. “What would I do?” she asked.
“Well,” Brinley began. “I have a lot of things to do. We just had a war, didn’t we? And I have to find the lost mages. The Magemother’s herald goes with her everywhere, mostly to protect her. I think that is mainly what Peridot did for my mother. My mother told me I needed my own herald right away. Will you do it?”
“But how would I protect you?” Tabitha asked. “I’m not a Laurel like Peridot.” She raised her fingers like claws and opened her mouth as if she had fangs.
Brinley laughed again and pushed Tabitha’s hands back down. She turned to Belterras. “Can you teach Tabitha to become other animals?” she asked.
He raised an eyebrow. “Of course,” he said. “She will have to learn them all.”
“There,” Brinley said triumphantly. “When we need to fly you can be a bird. When we need to run, you can be a gazelle. When we need to fight‌—‌”
“I can be a whale,” Tabitha said, a look of comprehension on her face. “Squish them!” She clapped her hands together loudly to emphasize the point, and several birds shuffled away at the noise.
Brinley and Belterras laughed. Tabitha gave a shy smile.
“I’ll leave you two to figure things out, then,” Belterras said. “I have many things to attend to.” He nodded to Tabitha. “I look forward to our time together.”
She gave a little curtsy.
When he had gone, Brinley turned to Tabitha.
“Well,” she said.
Tabitha raised her eyebrows. “What?”
“I’d like to go back to the castle, herald.”
Tabitha blushed. “It’s a long walk,” she said thoughtfully.
Brinley laughed. “I was thinking we could fly.”
Tabitha looked startled.
“Do you think you can turn back into that swan? Or maybe a bit of a bigger swan?”
Tabitha went quiet, her eyes staring blankly into space.



Chapter Thirty-Five
In which there is a mother
What will we do first?” Tabitha asked her. They were soaring high above the castle, descending in lazy loops as Tabitha slid from one warm updraft to another. Tabitha’s starlings glided around them like a halo.
“Find the mages,” she answered, “and learn how to take care of myself. I mean, you can’t always be there to protect me.”
“Yes, I can,” Tabitha said matter-of-factly.
“No, you can’t.”
“No, I can’t,” Tabitha agreed easily.
They were silent for a while, enjoying each other’s company.
“You’ve changed,” Tabitha said at length.
“What do you mean?”
“Well,” Tabitha said, “when I met you, I could tell all you wanted was to go home.”
Brinley nodded. “I did,” she admitted.
“And?”
“And what?”
“What happened?”
“Well, I did go home,” she began, wincing as she remembered. She still felt bad at the way she had run away, but deep down she knew it had to happen that way. “But when I was there I realized that there were more important things.”
“What about now? Do you still want to go back?”
Brinley cocked her head. “To tell you the truth, I haven’t thought about it.”
Tabitha dipped her slender black neck in acknowledgment. “It’s probably better that way.”
There was another long silence before either of them spoke. Tabitha flapped her wings once, pushing them out of the thermals to glide toward the lake. “Funny, isn’t it?” Tabitha said finally.
“What?”
“You know, how you came here looking for a mother, and really you just became one instead.”
Brinley thought about it for a moment. “No,” she said. “It’s not strange.”
Tabitha nodded. “I see what you mean. Sort of perfect, really.”
They saw Animus walking across a balustrade to the king’s chamber far below them.
“What’s it like, being their mother?” Tabitha asked in a dreamy voice.
Brinley closed her eyes at the thought of it. “Oh,” she said, “I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do,” Tabitha said.
Brinley smiled grimly. “It’s very stressful actually,” she said. “I feel this big responsibility hanging over me, but I don’t know how to fulfill it, and I am terrified that I am going to mess it up. I don’t mean to complain‌—‌” she amended hastily. “It’s really wonderful, too. I’ve never felt anything like it before.”
She rushed on, her feelings pouring out of her in a torrent. “It’s changing me, you know? Even now, already. You wouldn’t think so, but it is. It’s like my heart has little rivers going out of it‌—‌one for each of them‌—‌and I don’t know where they lead. The water goes both ways, and all I am is that heart, and all I want is for the rivers to run‌—‌full and wild and free…”
“And safe,” Tabitha added, glancing sideways at one of her starlings as it whizzed past her to land atop her head.
“And safe,” Brinley agreed. “Always safe.”
She bent down to hug Tabitha close as they soared through the sky.



End of Book One
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Part One
In which there are three queens
Tabitha followed the man with the hat down a long stone walkway that led from the king’s castle and out onto the city streets. She took the form of a cat at first, black as night, padding along quietly behind him, then an owl, silent and swift. Then she became a gnat that landed atop his black bowler hat and sat there, bobbing up and down in the lamplight, wondering what in the world Archibald was doing in the middle of the night all dressed up when he should be sleeping.
The hat weaved through the maze of streets, through the gates, out of the city, and through a beautiful moonlit meadow. By that time, Tabitha’s reservations about spying on the king’s most trusted advisor had vanished. Not because she thought he was being deceitful; that had never crossed her mind. Archibald was one of the best people in the world, and he was the Magemother’s friend, the old Magemother as well as the new Magemother, which was good enough for Tabitha. She was glad she came because of the beauty of the night. The sky was clear, revealing a wealth of silver and gold light that mirrored the beauty of the meadow below. Nightbells bloomed in the tall grass around them, flashing blue and purple in the moonlight, and the scent of wild rosemary met her with every slight gust of wind.
At the end of the meadow, they came to the lake, and Archibald took off his hat and his starched white gloves and laid aside his cane. He sat down on the smooth stones by the lake’s edge with his hat in his lap, the small gnat on the brim going unnoticed. He removed a white rose bud from the breast pocket of his jacket and began picking off the petals. One by one, he breathed on them and threw them onto the still surface of the lake, adding white satin flecks to a field of reflected stars. Finally, he whispered, “Halis.”
At first, nothing happened. Then, quite suddenly, like the very first drop of rain, a face appeared in the water, just beneath the surface, staring up at him expectantly. It was a woman’s face. She broke the surface of the water, dashing the stars apart. “Archibald,” she said reproachfully, rising halfway out of the water. “You are not the Magemother.”
“I am her husband.”
“Still, you should not summon me so.”
Archibald tore his eyes away from her and studied his feet. “I know.”
She brushed an ivory web of hair from her face; it fell across skin the color of sunlit sapphire. Her voice was a sleepy river, gentle, deep. “Still, I am not displeased. I have no one to speak to these days, apart from my sisters.”
Archibald looked up hopefully. “I have few people to speak to also.”
She smiled. “So… it will be just you and I tonight, like the old days, the king’s confidant and the Queen of the Water Nymphs, sharing secrets with each other that should not cross the water.”
Archibald nodded wearily. “I would like that. I need someone to tell me if I am a fool.”
She grinned slyly. “No doubt you are. But Archibald, what would your friend ask of me? Or were you not aware that you brought someone with you tonight?”
Archibald frowned. The water nymph flicked her finger like she would flick a gnat, and the gnat on Archibald’s hat tumbled through the air, turning into Tabitha.
“Tabitha!” Archibald exclaimed, jumping to his feet. He looked more shocked than angry, for which Tabitha was grateful; she had not planned on being caught. “Hi, Archibald,” was the best thing she could think of to say. Then, “Your friend is very beautiful.” As an afterthought, she added, “Sorry,” because she knew he probably hadn’t wanted to be followed.
“Tabitha,” Archibald said, taking control of himself, “you should not follow me like that. Did the Magemother ask you to spy on me?”
“No, I was just curious where you were going.”
Archibald nodded, looking relieved.
“Please don’t send me away, Archibald,” Tabitha said.
“Very well,” he said, sighing. “But if you stay, you must promise not to speak of what you hear.”
“Oh,” she said. “I promise.” She turned to Halis, excitement in her voice. “I’ve never met a nymph before. Is that what you are?”
“Yes,” the nymph said, gliding closer.
“Are there many water nymphs in Aberdeen?” Tabitha asked curiously.
“There are many,” Halis said, inching closer still. “But not in Aberdeen. There are also three nymph queens.” She glanced stiffly at Archibald. “Though there used to be four.”
“Used to be? What happened? Did she die? Oh, don’t say she died.” Tabitha laid down on the bank beside Archibald and folded her hands under her chin with the attitude of one settling down for a good story. Archibald gave a resigned sigh.
“She didn’t die,” the nymph said, smiling sweetly. She moved closer, so close that Tabitha could almost reach out and touch her hair, if she wished. “She was taken from the nymph kingdom by the gods. They made her into the Magemother. Then Archibald here,” she said, slapping the water and splashing him, “married her.”
Tabitha gasped, staring at Archibald with wide eyes. “Really? So that’s where she came from! I had no idea. Nobody ever talks about who she was before she was the Magemother.” Tabitha paused, thinking. “Nymphs aren’t listed among the creatures that Belterras is teaching me about,” Tabitha said, looking curiously at Halis. “I don’t know anything about you.”
“Belterras,” the nymph said, looking at Archibald. He nodded, confirming something to her. “You are his apprentice?” she asked.
Tabitha nodded several times. “He says I will be the Mage of Earth one day, like he is now.” She sighed. “There is so much to learn, though. I have to learn the shapes of all the animals, their voices, their thoughts. He says I have to know them as well as my own. They will all be under my care someday…even you, I suppose…”
Halis laughed. “Silly child,” she said. “I am not an animal to be cared for by some petty mage. I am a nymph!”
Tabitha gaped at her, horrified at her mistake. “Oh,” she said. “I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean any offense.”
Halis eyed Tabitha skeptically. “Perhaps,” she said.
Tabitha cleared her throat, deciding to change the subject. “How do you know Belterras, then?” she asked.
Halis pursed her lips. “Well,” she said slowly, “though we do not depend on him for survival, the Mage of Earth was responsible for the creation of our kingdom.”
“Really?” Tabitha said. Belterras had not mentioned it to her in their lessons.
“Yes,” Halis said. “Long ago the nymph people dwelt on the land, sharing it with your people, but…” She wrinkled her nose. “We did not get along. Rather than risk outright war between our people, the Mages of Earth and Sea placed us in our own kingdom. Belterras maintains the magic that keeps our world safely out of yours.”
 Tabitha nodded. “So someday, I will maintain it for you,” she said.
The nymph squinted at her. “Perhaps,” she said again softly.
Tabitha sighed.” Well, you’re very beautiful, anyway. Are your sisters as pretty as you are? Where are they?” She looked around, as if they might appear at any minute.
“You should hope they do not come,” Halis murmured. “They are very curious about mortals. Even more curious than I. “Without warning, her blue arm shot from the water like a snake, reaching for Tabitha. Archibald, who had been expecting something of the sort, grabbed Tabitha by the hem of her cloak and jerked her back to safety.
Halis smacked the water with the flat of her hand, pouting. “Come now, Archibald. You spoil my fun.”
“My sincerest apologies,” he said, patting Tabitha on the back.
“I haven’t seen the Mage of Earth for an age,” Halis protested. “I miss talking with him. He used to show me the most wonderful creatures,” she said. She looked up, contemplating something only she could see, and a smile touched her lips. “Things you cannot ever see from the water.” She scowled suddenly at Archibald. “I quite think stealing his apprentice would have won me a visit from him.”
“I can show you animals,” Tabitha said enthusiastically. She danced out of Archibald’s grasp, flitting from the rocks into the air, changing into a large monarch butterfly with wings the color of sunshine. She fluttered out over the water.
The nymph reached for her, fingers clutching at delicate wings, but the butterfly danced skillfully away to the shore again, changing back into Tabitha.
“Yes! Beautiful!” Halis was clapping her hands gleefully. “Again! Again!”
Tabitha smiled and changed into a deer.
“I see all kinds of deer.” Halis yawned, unimpressed. She scowled.” They drop things in the water, you know, things they shouldn’t.”
The deer changed into a nightingale, which sang a beautiful song. Halis picked up the tune quickly and sang along. Then the nightingale became a firefly. Other fireflies joined her, emerging from the woods to dance around the nymph on the water. Halis caught one in her cupped hands, stared at it for a while to see if it was Tabitha, then released it when it was not.
When Tabitha was back on the shore again, Archibald caught her wrist. “That’s enough,” he said gently. “You are playing a dangerous game.”
Halis watched them silently from the water, sinking down until only her eyes were above the surface.
“Why hasn’t Belterras told me more about nymphs?” Tabitha asked Archibald. “Why are you here talking with one?”
“Because,” he said, dismissing her second question to answer the first, “they are not creatures of this world. I expect they are one of the most powerful, most dangerous races that will ever be in your care. Nymphs, like dragons, are immortal, more like gods than animals.” He paused, trying to think of a way to explain it. “If this whole world were to die tomorrow, the nymphs would not die with it. They would simply leave it and take up residence elsewhere.”
Tabitha thought about that a moment, then laid back down on the rocks again. “That makes sense,” she said. “Another world. I wonder if Magemothers always come from another world. Brinley came from another world too, you know.” Something dawned on her and she turned to Archibald. “Oh my, Archibald, Brinley is your daughter.”
“Brinley?” the nymph asked, eyes narrowing.
Tabitha nodded. “The new Magemother, she’s Archibald’s dau—”
“Hush, child,” Archibald cut her off sharply.
“What?” Halis said, her voice rising in pitch. “What are you talking about? What of my sister? What has become of Lewilyn?”
Archibald looked at his feet, then said, “That, in part, is why I came here tonight… She is dead.”
“What?” The water nymph rose out of the lake so that only her toes still touched the surface. The water bubbled and frothed around her, boiling. “MIR!” she barked, looking down at the water. “TOLARIN!”
A second later, two more nymphs rose from the lake on either side of her. The one on the left was slender, completely naked, with sharp features and eyes like an angry hawk. The one to her right wore an apron the color of blood and carried a spear made of whale bone crusted with black pearls. Archibald got to his feet nervously.
“Sisters,” Halis said, “you remember Archibald.”
“How could we forget?” the sharp‐featured nymph said in a biting tone.
“How is our sister?” the nymph with the spear sneered. She wrinkled her nose. “Has she been a good wife to you, mortal?”
Archibald hung his head.
“She is dead,” Halis told them. “He told me so.”
The sisters wailed in chorus. “LIES!” The nymph with the spear pointed it at Archibald, and a giant snake tore from the water at his feet, coiling around him. Archibald grunted in surprise.
“You swore to protect her after she was taken from us,” Halis accused. “You have failed.”
“Wait!” Archibald shouted at them. “We have a daughter. That is what I came to tell you. She will want to meet you. She is the new Magemother.”
There was a sharp intake of breath from the three nymphs.
“A child!” one said.
“That was forbidden,” said another.
The nymph with the spear whispered, “Abomination.” She jerked the spear like a whip in her hand. The snake lurched then, dragging Archibald into the water. He disappeared with a small gasp and the nymphs on either side of Halis dove, leaving Halis alone with Tabitha.
“We claim this man,” the nymph said. “He has broken a solemn vow to us and must pay the price. Say nothing of what you have witnessed here, or you will pay the same. Follow us, and you will share his fate.” With her final words, Halis slid beneath the surface.
For a moment, Tabitha gaped at the rippling water. When the ripples stilled, she sent a shout with her mind across the forest, calling Belterras.
Tabitha took to the air, unfolding her wings as a great black swan. She headed to the forest glade where they often had lessons. There was a good chance that he would be there. When she alighted on the forest floor, Belterras was waiting. She gripped the ancient mage’s arm and shook it. “You have to teach me how to be a fish,” she said.
“Peace,” he said, attempting to calm her. “What is going on?”
“There isn’t time! Anyway, I promised not to tell. I can’t tell. You just have to teach me how to be a fish! I have to learn tonight!”
“Tabitha,” Belterras said patiently. “We have not begun water forms yet for a reason. They are more difficult than their land‐going cousins.” He gestured vaguely. “Fish are subtle creatures. Their minds are ancient, simple. It takes great skill to keep your head as a fish. You cannot learn it in a single night—certainly not right now, in this state.”
“I can!” she said, forcing herself to calm down. “I have to. Archibald will die if I don’t.”
“Archibald?” Belterras said, looking startled for the first time. “What are you talking about?” He pointed to the ground. “Tell me what’s going on right this instant.”
Tabitha shook her head, squeezing tears out of the corner of her eyes. “I promised him that I wouldn’t say. Halis said she would kill me if I told.”
“Halis?” he said softly. “The water nymph?” He covered her mouth with his hand. “No. Do not tell me. They are treacherous creatures. If you have promised them silence, then it is better that you keep it. I will teach you what you want to learn, if you will promise me that you will not take on more than you can handle alone.” He looked at her meaningfully. “To break your word is forgivable, to save a life.”
She nodded. “I’ll be careful. I promise.”
The old mage considered things, weighing the wisdom of what he was about to do, and then nodded. “Very well,” he said. “Let us begin.”
Hours later, with the moon high in the sky, Tabitha hopped off the bank of the lake and into the water, changing into the only fish shape that she had been able to learn in such a short amount of time: a minnow. Nervously, she swam away from the giant splash her human form had made upon entry, knowing that it might attract the attention of other fish in the lake. As a minnow, she was literally at the bottom of the food chain. She could turn back into a girl before getting swallowed, if it came to that, but only if she saw it coming.
She swam around the edge of the lake for a time, her fish eyes making the water seem brighter than it was. Eventually she gave up hope of finding the nymphs near the surface and pointed herself in the direction she knew they would be: down.
The lake was deeper than she expected, especially in the middle, and the deeper she went, the more unsavory creatures she noticed. She tried not to look at them for long and prayed they would not look at her either. Catching a brief glance of a one‐eyed, shark‐like fish, she hoped that if she needed to change shape again she would be able to find her way back to being a minnow before she needed to breathe; she was far too deep to reach the surface on one breath.
Just when she was sure it couldn’t get any darker, she found what seemed to be the bottom. Then it shifted, rolled over beneath her, and opened its massive mouth. She tried to scream, couldn’t, and then swam with all her might away from the gaping maw of the creature. The mouth slammed shut a second later, having devoured something larger and more filling than a minnow. The great fish rolled over, sucking her downward in the current of its turning body, spinning her toward the bottom of the lake before it came to rest above her, sealing her off from the surface.
From below, she realized that the creature was laying on the opening of a deep crevice, guarding it, perhaps, or just taking a nap. In any event, it was a great stroke of luck that she had gotten past it so easily. She was sure that she was going the right way now.
The sides of the lake sloped inward on all sides so that the lake narrowed into a funnel below her. She saw a pinprick of light below her and swam straight down into the neck of the funnel. As she descended, the sides of the lake came closer and closer together until she began to bump them with her fins as she swam. Finally, at the very bottom of the lake, she found the tiny opening that the light was streaming through. It was too small even for her to fit through. The opening shimmered like a waving wall of crystal glass, lit from behind with golden light. It took her a minute to figure out what it was, then she realized what it reminded her of. It looked like the surface of the water when you were swimming up from below. But that didn’t make sense, did it? This surface was facing down, not up. There couldn’t possibly be air on the other side of it. She wondered whether she could fit her finger through the hole if she changed back into her own shape, and before she had really decided it was a good idea, she changed back into herself again.
In her own shape, the world went utterly cold and dark. She could not see the light anymore, and she could not breathe. Panicking, she felt for where she knew the hole must be, found it, and stuck her finger through it.
The sensation she experienced next was unlike anything she had felt before; it was as if she herself had become the water and were spilling through the hole. She shook the thought out of her head and found herself lying on the floor of a cavernous golden chamber, sopping wet from head to toe, her face pressed against a large heart‐shaped crystal set in a golden floor.
“Hey, you there!” a voice said. She looked up to see a thin boy running at her. He was dressed in plain woolen clothes that were several sizes too big for him. There was a shock of white in his blond hair, though he could hardly be older than she was. He was carrying an open book that looked too heavy for him, the pages flapping frantically to and fro. “What are you doing?” he demanded, slamming the book shut so that he could run more easily. “How did you get in here?”
“I came through the lake,” she said, her voice echoing around the massive chamber, “down a big funnel thing, and then…” She waved her hand in a nondescript way as she rose to her feet. “I was here.”
The boy came to a stop in front of her and tilted his head back, looking up. She followed his gaze to a point several hundred feet above them where the ceiling dipped down on all sides like the outside of a funnel. Maybe it was the light playing tricks on her, but she thought she could see a tiny droplet of water in the center of it.
“The lake?”
“Yes,” she said. “The lake. Now, where is Archibald? I’ve come to take him back. You can’t kill him. You just simply can’t. He’s too decent, and he’s my friend.”
The boy gawked at her. “Are you talking about the prisoner that the three queens brought down?”
“I expect so,” Tabitha said tentatively. “Yes. Three queens?” She thought back on Halis’s words, trying to remember if the three nymphs were supposed to be queens.
The boy raised his hand, ticking off fingers one by one. “Halis, Mir, Tolarin. The three queens of Nymia.”
“Queens of what?” she said, taking off her socks and wringing them out on the floor.
“Don’t—oh, never mind. I’ll have to clean it up anyway. Nymia. You know, the nymph kingdom. I believe you now, that you came from the lake.”
“What do you mean?” she said, grimacing as she struggled to pull the sodden socks back onto her already cold feet.
“Well,” the boy said, “you’re either telling the truth and you’re not from here, or you’re the stupidest person in all of Nymia.”
Tabitha rounded on him. “I am not!”
“I know,” he said, holding up his hands. “That’s what I said. I just don’t know how you got in here. The portal is supposed to be guarded.”
“Well,” Tabitha said, “the guard was hungry.”
“What? Oh, never mind. You know, nobody has ever gotten in here before.” He scratched his head. “I don’t even remember what protocol is.” His face went white. “I expect you’ve broken several laws already. You’ll have to answer to the queen.”
“Which one?”
The boy frowned. “I don’t know. Halis, hopefully, otherwise you’re doomed. Mir and Tolarin don’t like aliens.”
Tabitha laughed.
“What?”
“You called me an alien.”
The boy went red in the face. “Well, you’re not from here, are you?”
She shook her head, swallowing a stray chuckle.
“Then you’re an alien, and you’ll have to go before the queen.”
Tabitha smiled. “I don’t think so,” she said, shifting suddenly. A great black swan took flight from where she had been standing.
“AAAGH! Sorcery!” the boy shouted, twisting and slipping in the puddle that she had left, falling onto his backside.
Tabitha flew to the opposite side of the massive circular hall. There was a large golden archway there, then it was gone. She hovered in front of the bare stretch of wall where the archway had been moments before and then turned around. There it was, off to her left.
Again, as soon as she approached it, the archway vanished. Puzzled, Tabitha turned again, spotting the archway on the opposite end of the room. She flew toward it, only slightly hopeful this time, and banked before she collided with solid stone. She landed at the feet of the boy with the book, who had made his way to a round desk covered in books and shiny silver buttons. A large, very dusty hammer sat on the only portion of the desk not covered in books. “There’s no way out,” she said breathlessly.
“I know.”
Tabitha sniffed. Most likely there was a way out, and this boy knew it. “What’s your name again?”
The boy squared his shoulders, taking a deep breath. “Fitzpatrick Auldo Waltverian McYormic the Third…but you may call me Fitz, so long as you stop making puddles on my floor and flying around the room.”
“Sorry,” she said. “Will you help me leave now? I really do need to find Archibald, you know…”
“No.” He turned his back to her, fiddling with the buttons on his desk. “You’re an intruder, like I said. An alien. I have to sound the alarm, as soon as I figure out how to do it.” He punched an especially large button several times, looking around, then frowned at it when nothing happened. “Bother.”
Tabitha leaned against the desk to watch him. “Are you a guard?” she asked.
He glanced up, startled. “Oh, no. I mean—well, yes, sort of.”
Tabitha raised her eyebrows and the boy coughed. He folded his arms, leaning casually against the desk and pushing several buttons by accident, which caused him to say “Bother,” again. “Technically, I’m the gatekeeper,” he explained. “But to be honest, I don’t have much to do. Nobody ever comes here. Halis used to go out and visit people in Aberdeen all the time, but even she hasn’t been here in years.” His eyes went wide. “Then she just showed up randomly today, and then the other queens came too, and then they came back with the alien.”
“Don’t call him that,” Tabitha said. “He’s the trusted advisor to the King of Aberdeen, and my friend.”
“Sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean anything by it. I’ve just been here too long. Actually, I’m an alien too, I guess.”
Tabitha brightened. “Really? You mean you’re from Aberdeen?”
The boy nodded. “I was a student at the Magisterium, if you know what that is. I don’t know if it’s even there anymore.”
Tabitha laughed. “Of course it is! Oh, this is wonderful. I am a student there too—I mean, I was, until I became the Magemother’s Herald—and now I’m Belterras’s apprentice too, so I’ll never really be a student there again. I was their bird keeper,” she finished proudly. Her mood had brightened considerably at the revelation that she was speaking to a fellow student. “When did you attend the school?”
“Long ago.” He smiled weakly. “Before there was a bird keeper. I started there the year the school opened.”
Tabitha stared at him blankly. Her eyes glazed over. Fitz waved a hand in front of her face and she snapped back. “Oh! Sorry. But you must be ancient. I mean, you must be over five hundred years old!”
Fitz looked down at his hands despondently. “So then, time has passed there,” he said quietly.
“Oh, yes, lots.”
He nodded. “I figured as much.”
“What’s wrong?” Tabitha asked, for his eyes had started to water. “What did I say?”
“Well,” he said, pointing around the room. “Time does not exist in here, or so I’ve read. I didn’t know how long I’ve been in here…Time enough to read all these books a hundred times.” He waved a hand at the stacks of thick tomes. “But I didn’t really know until just now. Everyone I knew in Aberdeen is dead now.”
Tabitha gasped, putting a hand over her mouth. “Oh no! You’re right! But Fitz, how did you get here in the first place?”
“It’s a long story,” he said.
Tabitha cleared off a pile of books, sat down on the desk beside him, and picked up his hand in her own, which made him go bright red in the face. “Maybe you can tell me,” she said, “before you sound the alarm. After all, it sounds like it might be a long time before you see someone else again.”Tabitha hoped that this was the right thing to do. Part of her wanted to hurry up and figure out a way to get out of there. So much time had already passed since Archibald was taken. He might be in very great danger, or it might be too late already. But another part of her was certain that the only way out of this room was Fitz, who seemed like he needed a friend at the moment.
Fitz blinked at her thoughtfully, then shrugged and settled down onto a stack of books, the top‐most volume of which was so concave that Tabitha could tell he had been using it as a chair for a long time.
“It started when I was a student at the school,” Fitz began. “I was good at my classes, but my books were my only friends. My classmates had friends, best friends, girlfriends, all kinds of friends, but not me.”
Tabitha felt a twinge of pain listening to him. He could have been describing her own life back at the school, where she had spent most of her time up in the bird tower, talking to birds instead of people.
“One day, quite by accident, I met Halis by the underground river beneath the Magisterium. I used to go there sometimes just to be alone. I mean, it wasn’t really an accident. I was trying to summon a nymph. I had read about how to do it, but I didn’t think it would actually work—I was just doing it because I was bored. But it did work.” He paused, remembering. “She said she had never spoken to a boy before. Anyway, she knew a lot of things about uh…girls.” He blushed. “She gave me advice, and in return I gave her news about the world, but she got bored with that pretty soon. She had all kinds of questions for me about the Magisterium and magic and how it worked. Eventually I brought her a book to read. She didn’t know how, so I taught her.”
“You taught the queen of the nymphs to read?” Tabitha asked, impressed.
“Worst thing I ever did,” he said, nodding. “The more she read, the more she wanted to read. Soon I was stealing two or three books a day for her from the library. Of course, someone noticed and I got in trouble. They said they would throw me out if I didn’t return the books, so I asked Halis to give them back, and she said no.”
“But that’s not fair,” Tabitha objected. “You were nice to her.”
Fitz smiled weakly. “It gets worse. She said she wanted more books. She said she was going to put me in prison if I didn’t get her more, but I couldn’t, so…”He waved a hand at the expansive chamber they sat in. “Here I am.”
“Your prison,” Tabitha echoed, looking around the room with a new curiosity.
“Of sorts. I’m left to myself here, keeping guard over the gate to a fairy kingdom that I have never set foot inside, getting older and older every day, though it never shows. These are all the books I gave her,” he said, indicating the mountain of books with a wry smile. “They have been my only companions.”
Tabitha’s eyes widened. “That’s terrible. And you’ve read them all?”
Fitz laughed bitterly. “I have become, through my own studies, a pretty decent wizard, if I do say so myself.”Fitz stood up, stretching. “Well, that’s my story. I suppose now I need to deal with you.” He frowned at the metal buttons, pushing several of them again with no success. “I don’t know why these aren’t working,” he said. “I guess we will just have to wait until someone checks in on us.”
Tabitha stirred. “But that could be another five hundred years!” she said. “I can’t wait that long. Archibald is in danger right now!”
Fitz shrugged. “There is no way for a mortal to leave this room alive,” he said simply. “If there were, I would have done it ages ago.”
“But how did Halis and the other queens come in here?” Tabitha asked.
Fitz pointed to the wall on the opposite end of the room. “Oh, there’s a gate. A big golden gate under a golden archway. But mortals can’t walk through it. It won’t appear for us. Sometimes you can get a glimpse of it, but that’s all. Only the nymphs can use it.” He frowned, glancing around suspiciously. “It always seems to be moving, too. I probably spent my whole first month chasing it, but it’s no use. Trust me.”
“There has to be a way to get out,” Tabitha insisted. “I can’t just let Archibald die.”
“Oh, there’s a way,” Fitz said darkly. “I didn’t say there was no way out. I said there was no way out alive.”
“What do you mean?”
Fitz pointed to the giant glass heart set into the floor. “That’s the Queen’s Heart,” he said, sliding a small manual out from beneath a stack of books. The cover read “Book of Laws.” He opened to the middle and began to read. “The penalty for entering Nymia is death. No mortal who enters the Golden Hall—that’s this room—shall live to tell about it, though the brave at heart may win a quick death, and an audience with the queen, by ringing the Queen’s Heart.” Fitz snapped the book shut with a sense of finality. “So you see, the only way out is to take the hammer.” He pointed to the large dusty hammer on the desk. “And ring the heart. It will get you an audience with the queen, but then you get executed.” He glanced down at the book and made a face. “If I remember right, it’s not a very pretty kind of execution either, so I wouldn’t recommend—Hey! Wait!”
Tabitha, who had stopped listening after he finished explaining about the heart, was halfway across to it, hammer in hand.
“DON’T DO IT!” Fitz cried, running after her. “I didn’t finish telling you about the—”
Whatever he was about to say was cut off by a sound like a giant drum as Tabitha brought the hammer down on the center of the heart. It was a good swing. She had been careful to raise the hammer high above her head and bend her elbows on the downswing like Master Bumps had taught her all those years ago when she was learning how to cut firewood to heat the bird tower. The sound that came from it was not what she had been expecting. It wasn’t at all like you would expect metal on glass to sound like. It sounded instead like a very big heartbeat: two big thumps a half second apart. She dropped the hammer in surprise.
“Now you’ve done it,” Fitz said, catching up to her. There was a look in his eyes that was half fear, half admiration. “You shouldn’t have done that. I didn’t finish telling you about what happens.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Tabitha said. “I have to see the queen. I have to save Archibald.”
“But you don’t understand,” Fitz insisted. “It’s not that easy.”
Tabitha turned to him. “What do you mean? You said if I rang it I’d get to see the queen, and that’s what I did.”
His response was cut off by a clanging sound from behind them. There, at the end of the room, the golden arch had appeared. The gate beneath it had swung open and two very strong‐looking men were striding towards them. They wore armor and carried spears, and the skin beneath their helmets was blue like Halis and the other nymphs.
Tabitha expected one of the nymph soldiers to shout, “Who struck the Queen’s Heart?” but nothing like that happened. They strode up to them quietly, somberly. The soldier closest to her took the hammer from her hands and handed it to Fitz. “The penalty for what you have done is death,” he said softly. “If you are worthy, you will speak with the queen before you die.”
“If I’m worthy?”
The soldier said nothing, just took her upper arm in a firm grip and began leading her towards the gate.
“Wait,” she said. “What about Fitz? He made me do it!”
The soldier stopped to look at Fitz questioningly. Fitz had gone white as a sheet. Standing there next to the heart, hammer in hand, he looked very guilty. “I did not!” he protested. “I just told her the options. I was just doing my job.”
“Should an intruder enter,” the soldier next to Tabitha said to Fitz, “you are only permitted to read to them out of the Book of Laws. Then they are to be left to make their own decisions.”
“That’s what I did!” Fitz exclaimed.”I mean, I did talk to her, but I read to her, too.” He waved the hammer in front of himself, so flustered now that his arm shook nervously. “You can’t expect me not to talk at all after not seeing another person for so long.”
As Tabitha watched, Fitz’s nervous shaking got worse. On top of the shaking, Fitz had started to sweat. Tabitha remembered what he had said about his difficulty speaking to others, and of his shyness. No doubt being locked up alone for five hundred years had not helped matters.
The soldier considered him. “We will report your behavior to the Council of the Three Queens, and you will be punished as they see fit.”
“No, don’t!” Fitz shouted, stepping forward so that he stood directly over the heart. “I promise I won’t do it agai—”
But on his last word, Fitz shook so badly that the heavy hammer slipped from his hand and fell on the heart.
Tabitha covered her ears again as it thumped loudly.
When it was over, the soldiers were both staring at Fitz with livid, surprised expressions, and soon he was being led out of the room alongside her.
“Why did you say that?” Fitz hissed at her. “You made them question me, and I got so…so—”
Tabitha put a hand on his arm as they walked toward the gate. “You’re welcome,” she said. “You’ve been locked in here too long, Fitz. Don’t worry,” she added. “We’re going to be fine.”
“I doubt that.”
Tabitha, hoping he was wrong, grabbed his hand as they walked beneath the golden gate into the darkness beyond.



Part Two
In which there is a dragon
The darkness beyond the gate was the inside of a tunnel, which, after a few minutes, opened to the strangest view that Tabitha had ever seen. They were on a beach, but it was unlike any beach that she had seen before; the brown earth beneath their feet was so dark that she would have taken it for black had it not been for the water running up against it. The water was blacker than the deepest darkness of night shadows, blacker than the bottom of a well and the space between stars.
The water was evil, she sensed. It must be; nothing but evil could be so black. She knew right away that she didn’t want to touch it. As soon as she had the thought, the water seemed to creep toward her across the ground. She shied away from it nervously. Above them, the sky was a deep crimson red. Tabitha took it all in silently. Red sky over a twisting coast of brown earth and an ocean of black. It was not the beautiful kingdom that she’d imagined. This was a harsh place. In the emptiness of the ocean, her eyes were drawn toward the only object in it: a small raft, bobbing up and down on the water. She knew instantly, horribly, that they would have to get on it.
The soldiers waited as they climbed onto it carefully.
“Do not touch the water,” one of them warned needlessly. Then he put his armored foot on the edge of the raft and pushed them out to sea. The other soldier tossed a small oar to them and Fitz caught it.
“Wait!” Tabitha called to them. “Aren’t you coming?” But the soldiers just smiled at her through their helmets. A second later they were gone, vanishing from the beach like smoke in the wind.
“Where did they go?” Tabitha asked. “What’s going on?”
Fitz sat down silently on the back of the raft and began to paddle, first on one side, then on the other. “To see the queen,” he said, “you have to pass a test. That’s what I was trying to tell you before you rang the heart.”
“What kind of test?” Tabitha said, sitting down unsteadily and trying not to think of the black death beneath them.
“The hardest kind,” Fitz said darkly. He removed his hands from the oar, and it continued to paddle by itself. He folded his arms glumly. He closed his eyes as if trying to remember. “The Book of Laws states that it is a journey through the darkness of your own soul.”
Tabitha’s face went blank, staring off the edge of the raft into the calmly undulating blackness.
“Tabitha?”
“Oh,” she said, coming back to herself. “Right. Darkness of my soul. Well, that doesn’t sound too bad. I’m not a very dark person. Are you?”
Fitz frowned but said nothing.
“Are you afraid?” Tabitha asked him.
He shrugged. “I didn’t mean to ring the bell. You did. I think this is going to be your journey. I’m just along for the ride.”
A wave lifted them several feet into the air and Tabitha’s eyes went wide in panic. “Oh!” she squawked. “I hate the ocean.”
Fitz grimaced. “That explains why it is here, then.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t you get it?” he said angrily. “Until we meet the queen—if we meet the queen—everything we see, everything we experience, is going to be because of you. This is a journey through the darkness of your soul. Your fears, your deep dark secrets, that’s what we’re going to face. That’s the test.”
“But I don’t have any secrets!” Tabitha objected. Her voice caught on the last word as she felt something shift in the back of her mind like a restless animal. Suddenly, she felt afraid.
“Look!” Fitz said. “There’s something there!”
It looked like an island in the water, far enough away that she could not tell how big it was. She felt hopeful at the sight of it, glad at the thought of getting out of the water. They paddled toward it for what must have been an hour, but it didn’t seem to get any closer. After three hours, they had nearly given up hope.
“Maybe a current will catch us eventually,” Fitz mumbled, stretching out to rest.
Wind caught Tabitha’s hair and tossed it, making her look around. Thick clouds had gathered in the crimson sky, dark and menacing, shaped like anvils and towers and saddles and other things that clouds should not be shaped like when you are on a tiny raft in the ocean.
“Oh no,” she breathed. The wind picked up and the smooth water beneath them started to swell. Soon they were riding waves up and down. It felt like they were on a sled, racing over hills of black snow. Every moment a new hill would rise in front of them and they would climb it, then Tabitha would grab hold of the raft and try not to scream as they slid down the other side.
“This is going to get worse,” Fitz warned. As if responding to his words, lightning lanced across the red sky and the corner of their raft dipped into the ocean. Tabitha watched, horrified, unable to move as black water slid over the surface of the raft like quicksilver, brushing her hand.
When it touched her, she felt more afraid than she ever had before, though she couldn’t think why. It was just water, after all. Wasn’t it?
“Look!” Fitz shouted, pulling her from her fearful thoughts. “The storm is pushing us towards it!”
Tabitha glanced up to see the island, much larger now, hovering before them in the water. “Will we get there in time?” she called as the wind began to howl. His answer was drowned out by a wave of thunder. A few drops of water followed it, black and cold as the ocean beneath them. Then few became many, and in a moment, they were soaked through.
Tabitha couldn’t see the island anymore. She couldn’t see the ocean beneath them, but she knew it was there. She had lost track of which way was up, but she could still breathe, so she knew she must not be underwater. The wind was screaming now, and she couldn’t hear Fitz. Her stomach lurched as they tipped over the top of a wave. She screamed without hearing it, her head smacking into the wood of the raft as they skidded down the water on the other side. She kicked out wildly, looking for Fitz with her feet, and connected with something soft. His stomach, she thought, or his face maybe. Good, at least she wasn’t totally alone.
She was wet to the bone, frozen stiff. Her fingers were screaming at her through the cold, begging her to let go and fall into the waves. She considered it briefly, and then the choice was taken from her as the raft corkscrewed off the end of a violent wave and sent her careening into the cold, frothing dark.
She felt fear then, worse than before. She had felt fear in her heart before, at the thought of being alone forever. She had felt fear in her stomach too, when she tripped down the stairs in the dark and thought she had broken her leg. Now she felt fear with her whole body—everywhere the water touched, springing out of her skin, her hair, her throat. She swallowed it, choking on death itself.
Then her hands briefly touched something firm. The water pulled her away from it, and she clawed at it fruitlessly. A second later a wave sent her back and her hands touched it again, her face, her body. She had reached the island. Somehow she got her feet beneath her and ran until the waves and the wind and the rain was gone.
She collapsed beneath the shelter of a stone arch at the edge of a dark city. Fitz was there, waiting for her in the shadows, looking wet and cold and terrified, as if death itself had shaken his hand. After what she’d just been through, it probably had.
“What else are you afraid of?” he whispered.
“I don’t know.”
He gave her a half smile. “Well, I guess we’re about to find out.”
They rested for a while, then finally, because it was the only thing to do, Tabitha pushed herself to her feet and walked into the dark city. Fitz followed her. They passed under a low city gate and turned randomly, haphazardly down streets lined with dark houses squashed together like too many peas jammed into one pod. Presently, they rounded a corner and caught sight of a column of smoke trailing from the narrow black chimney of a bedraggled‐looking inn. They stood at the edge of a wide, empty square. The moon was high in the black sky, and the only sign of life in the city was an ancient looking hag wrapped in black rags, who had settled herself awkwardly in the middle of the square with her legs jutting out from under her at odd angles, as if they were too old to fold properly.
“Oh!” Tabitha said. “I know where we are!” The fear had fallen from her face, replaced with a look of wonder.
“Where?” Fitz asked, but she didn’t answer.
They walked toward the old woman, their feet echoing softly beneath them. She had a small black bowl and was spreading birdseed on the ground around her. Most of the birds were asleep, of course, but occasionally some nocturnal creature would idle down from a nearby eave and sample her wares.
“Wayla,” Tabitha said pleasantly, sitting down next to the old woman, “I can’t believe you’re still here.”
“Leave me be,” the woman croaked. “I’m not makin’ any trouble. Mindin’ my own business, I am.”
Tabitha paid her no mind. She picked up some birdseed and held it in her upraised hand, calling to the birds, waking them from their small dreams. They came to her, Jay and Sparrow and Dove, and emptied her hand. The woman turned a wondering eye on her, whispering, “Not a waste, then, I see.” Then she vanished.
Fitz let out a little involuntary shout and stamped his foot around on the stones where the old woman had been a second before. “Is she a witch? I don’t like witches,” he declared. “Are you afraid of witches?”
She shook her head. “I don’t think she’s a witch. I don’t know what she is. She’s just Wayla. She’s been here feeding the birds at night since I was little. I grew up here,” she explained, remembering that she hadn’t told him.
“Here?” he said, looking around for some explanation of where here was. “Here where?”
“Hesh,” she said. “By the sea. I haven’t been here since…” The shadow of a dark memory fell across her face. She shook it away and said, “What is Hesh doing in the nymph kingdom?”
Fitz rubbed his eyes wearily. “It isn’t real. It’s part of the test.” He looked around at the buildings, the cobwebs shining in the moonlight, stretching between the close‐set houses. A mouse ran out of a drain in the square and picked at the birdseed. “Sure looks real, though.”
Voices fell over them from across the square. Three people, two adults and a child, moved toward them without seeing them. A mother and a father, each holding their daughter’s hand. The child said something, pointing at a bird landing in the square, and the father laughed.
“No,” Tabitha said softly, rising.
“What?”
“We can’t be here. This isn’t real.”
“What can’t be? What’s going on, Tabitha? Who are those people?”
Tabitha had her hands over her mouth. She was backing away, trying to turn around, trying to run, but her eyes were glued on the people walking towards them.
A man leaped from the shadows at the people on the other side of the square. He was dressed in black, a long knife flashing in his hand. The father reached for him, slipped on something wet on the ground—wash water, a rotten tomato, he would never know—and fell beneath the knife. The woman screamed, “Tabitha!”
Fitz turned to see Tabitha running, her back to the screaming woman and the little girl and the man with the knife. He followed her.
“What was that?” he asked her, when she stopped. She had reached the sea and could run no further. She shook her head, unwilling to put a name to it, but he had already guessed. “Was that you?” he said. “A memory? Your family? The woman screamed your name before…before…” He hadn’t seen it, but he knew what had happened.
Tabitha wasn’t listening. She had that faraway look in her eyes again, like she was someplace else. A tear streaked down her face and her expression changed, darkened. She wore rage like a mask—one that she had never worn before. She walked down the shore until the black water covered her feet.
“What are you doing?” Fitz cried, but it was too late. She dove into the ocean, swimming madly, not out, but down, looking for something in the darkness, something born of pain and fear and need. She knew it would be there, waiting for her; it always had been.
Fitz watched the water, waiting, then fell backwards, shielding his eyes as something massive burst from the waves, sprinkling the shore with water. Each drop pricked his skin with ice cold fear. Fear rose out of the water too; he had no other name for it. A great menacing creature, black as the ocean, dripped darkness and fire over the shore, its great wings pounding him flat against the sand with air, its eyes the color of Tabitha’s. It soared over the city wall and banked toward the square. Fitz ran after it. He heard the dragon bellow, heard flame issuing from its mouth, heard jaws snapping and a man’s high, wild cry. Then he heard nothing.
When he made it to the square, the man in black was gone. The father and mother lay on the ground. Tabitha was walking across the square holding the younger girl’s hand, talking to her in soft tones. She took her to Wayla, the old woman, who had reappeared amid her circle of birdseed, and the older Tabitha, hands shaking, handed her younger self over to the woman.
“I’ll take her to the wizard’s school,” Wayla said. “They’ll find a place for her.”
“I know.”
Wayla turned the girl’s head away from her fallen parents and led her out of the square, then everything, the square, the city, Wayla, and the small Tabitha, disappeared. They were alone in the ocean again, on the little raft under the stars.
“I’m sorry,” Fitz said, putting a hand on her shoulder.
She turned to him, searching his face, his eyes. Tears filled her own. She put her face on his chest. “Why did I do that?” she asked. “Why did you let me?”
“It’s what I would have done,” he said. “He deserved it.”
“I’m just like him,” she sobbed. “Just like him now!” She beat his chest with her fist.
“Tabitha!” He shook her, making the raft rock beneath them. “This is all just a dream! Just a dream!”
She came out of his arms, blinking. “Just a dream,” she muttered. “I forgot…it seems so real. Did I fail the test?”
He shook his head. “I don’t think it’s that simple. Anyway, it’s not over yet.” He pointed at something ahead of them and she followed his finger. The ocean disappeared before them, just stopped in a dark line, beyond which nothing was visible. A sound like thunder issued from the place the water disappeared and it took her a moment to realize what it was.
“Hold on,” Fitz said, taking her in his arms. They were speeding towards it now, the largest waterfall she had ever seen. “We can’t die. It’s just a dream,” he assured her.
“Just a dream,” she repeated, her voice rising as their raft tipped over the edge. They plummeted fifty, a hundred, two hundred feet, falling away from the raft, from each other. Vaguely, Tabitha remembered that she could fly. She had done it before. She could take the shape of a bird, if she wished. She could have wings. Suddenly she remembered the other thing that she could become, that she had become, wings and wrath and rage, and she dared not become any flying thing. What if she tried to shape a sparrow and the dragon broke out of her instead? She could feel it in her still, like a memory she couldn’t get rid of. She didn’t want to risk becoming that monster again, no matter what the cost, so she pushed all thought of escape out of her mind and fell.



Part Three
In which there is an empty throne
After a fall that seemed like forever, Tabitha hit water and swore she heard every bone in her body break. A hand pulled her toward air and she coughed, letting it fill her. “This dream hurts,” she mumbled, and she heard Fitz laugh.
“Cheer up,” he said. “Look where we are.”
She did, and it made her smile. Their raft had followed the water to where it emptied into a world of wildflowers. Everything was flowers here, she knew; there was nothing more to be afraid of. Hills rolled away from them as far as they could see, each one crowned with wildflowers of a different brilliant hue—red, blue, green, gold. Birds chirped happily, dancing through the sky, chasing each other around lilies tall as trees. A bright pink sky twinkled down at them warmly, strewn with daytime starlight.
“What is this place?” Fitz breathed.
Tabitha smiled in spite of herself. “I don’t know.” It looked familiar. It felt like home. It made something deep inside her relax. But she knew that she had never been there before, except perhaps in forgotten dreams.
Something walked out of the flowers before them, purple and blue and gold parting in its wake. It was the most beautiful creature she had ever seen. It had a lion’s body and an eagle’s wings and a face that she knew would always live in her heart.
“Peridot!” she cried, and ran to embrace her.
“Tabitha,” Peridot said, pulling her into a hug with a great lion’s paw. “You have come.”
“Have you been waiting for me? I’m sorry. I didn’t know!” She turned to Fitz, who was staring at his feet like he shouldn’t be there. “Fitz,” she said, “this is Peridot. She was the old Magemother’s Herald. Isn’t this lovely? But, Peridot!” she said, remembering. “You died!”
“Yes,” the winged lion said, her voice calm. She leaned in until their eyes almost touched. “Now you protect the Magemother.”
Tabitha covered her mouth, averting her eyes, staring at the flowers. “That’s right,” she whispered. “Why did she pick me?”
Peridot’s eyes softened. “She picked you because she sees in you what you do not. Not yet, at least,” she added.
Tabitha reached out to touch the lion’s face, then brought her hand back and held her arms close, like a wounded thing. She whispered, “I don’t want to be the Magemother’s Herald anymore, Peridot. I can’t.”
“I know,” Peridot said. Her eyes gleamed in the rose‐tinted light. “That is why I am here.”
“I can’t protect her. I can’t fight. I can’t hurt things.” She thought of the man lunging at her parents with a knife, saw herself rising out the black water, terrible, carrying death between her wings like a chain. She shuddered. “I can’t be…what she needs me to be.”
Peridot lifted her head and turned away. “Then she will die.”
Tabitha sunk to her knees, buried her face in her hands. “I’m sorry,” she said.
Peridot roared.
Tabitha peeked over her hands to see the great lion leap into the air. Peridot flapped her wings once, twice, then landed beside Fitz, knocking him to the ground with a swipe of her paw. Fitz was trembling.
“Will you let me kill him?” Peridot asked, turning to look at her calmly. “Will you let me kill your friend as you will let them kill the Magemother?”
Tabitha leaped to her feet. “She’s my friend, too,” she said viciously. “And so is Fitz. Peridot, stop!”
Peridot looked back at Fitz, stepping toward him as he scurried across the ground, backing away from her. “He means nothing to me,” she said flatly. She sniffed the air above him. “He is old. Too old to look so young. He has lived his life. You stop me.”
“But why?” Tabitha pleaded. “This isn’t like you.” She glanced from side to side, putting her hands to her head. “This isn’t real,” she whispered. “It’s just a dream.”
Peridot brushed Fitz’s scrambling legs with a claw, tearing them open. Fitz screamed. Peridot roared, her face going wild, and Fitz blanched. “YOU ARE THE MAGEMOTHER’S HERALD!” she roared at Tabitha. “PROTECT HIM!” She leaped into the air, flapping her wings once, twice, gaining height, then she twisted around, spinning toward Fitz, fangs bared, paws reaching for him.
The dragon’s claws swatted her out of the air.
Peridot landed like a spring on the meadow floor, leaped skyward and streaked around Tabitha, dragging razor sharp claws across her scales, tearing at the soft membrane of her wing. “YES!” she roared. “GOOD!”
Tabitha roared too, pushing herself skyward, away from lion’s claws and fangs. Peridot circled her long serpentine body as she rose, darting away from her claws with expert grace.
Tabitha let fire pour out of her, bathing them both in red.
Peridot cried out, her wings catching fire, feathers burning, eyes blinded. She fell through the air toward the flowers. The dragon caught her before she fell too far, lowering her gently to the ground. She sniffed the lion’s scorched fur, looking for life and, finding none, groaned. The damage was done.
Tabitha stood alone in her own form again, staring at what she had done. Then, to her surprise, the lion’s body flickered and faded, like shadows at dawn, into nothing.
She heard a twig snap behind her, the rustle of flowers parting, and turned to see a living, vibrant Peridot stepping out of the azure petals.
“Peridot,” she said, dumbfounded.
“You see,” Peridot said smiling. “You have it in you. Here.” She touched Tabitha’s heart with a claw. “The fierceness that is needed.”
“I killed you,” Tabitha whispered.
Peridot sighed. “Death,” she said, “is a thing that you should not fear so much. It is like a shadow—dark, mysterious, but hardly real. In the end there is only life.”
“But you’re dead,” Tabitha said numbly.
“Am I? How would you know?”
Tabitha shook her head, confused. “No. I don’t know.”
Peridot smiled, then sat down beside her. “When you fight for the Magemother,” she said, “it matters not what you must do, but why you do it. How you do it. You can fight to protect the light. You can use violence and you will not become the darkness. But only if you do it out of love, out of duty, and always out of absolute necessity. Ferocity is not a bad thing, any more than a sword is a bad thing, or a rock. It is how you use it, and why, that separates the good and bad.”
Tabitha wiped a tear from her cheek and sniffed. “I don’t like it,” she whispered. “The part of me that can do that. It scares me.”
Peridot nodded. “That is one reason the Magemother chose you.” She got to her feet, stretched her wings at her sides, and folded them in again. “Now,” she said, “let us go and heal your friend.”
“Fitz!” Tabitha exclaimed, rushing to his side as she remembered. He was unconscious, his leg torn and bleeding badly into the earth. “How do we heal him?” she said desperately.
“Love,” the lion said. “And perhaps a touch of remorse.”
“Your remorse?” Tabitha asked.
Peridot looked at her intently. “No, child, yours, for dragging him into this. This is your world, remember? Your dream. Everything in it is your doing.” She smiled warmly, confidently, and began to fade into the warm air like mist. “Heal him,” she whispered. And then she was gone.
Tabitha turned back to Fitz, taking his head in her hands, touching his leg. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s all my fault!” She thought of the fear that had held her—the fear of hurting people—and how it had made her hurt him. She remembered the rage of the dragon, its power, and became a dragon again, white this time instead of black. She felt love fill her heart, compassion instead of rage, felt it flow out of her as fire. She bathed him in golden flames, bright as her love, warm as their friendship, and he stirred.
She shivered, becoming herself again, and took his hand in hers. “Thank you for coming back to me,” she said.
He groaned. “Is your dream over yet?”
She looked around curiously. “Yes,” she said. “I think so.”
At her words, the world around them changed. The sky darkened, the earth became water, filling up the space around them. The flowers became people, a great silent crowd of people watching her, their skin as blue as the water they lived in, their faces shining. Her breath caught in her throat as her mouth filled with water. She couldn’t breathe here, she realized. Then she felt a hand grab her own. Fitz squeezed her fingers, touched her lips, and she breathed air again.
“Thanks,” she said, not pausing to wonder how he had done it; the crowd was parting before them, revealing four silver thrones upon a raised dais, three with queens in them, one empty.
Tabitha and Fitz, hand in hand, crossed the distance to stand before them.
Halis spoke first. She sat on the right, next to the empty throne. “You are a strange and wonderful creature, Tabitha.”
“Dangerous,” one of the other queens said. Tabitha recognized her from their meeting earlier on the surface of the lake. She no longer wore her red apron, but her spear was laid across her lap.
“Yes,” Halis said, “that too.”
She lifted a hand and Archibald stepped out from behind her throne. “I believe this is who you came for.”
“Archibald!”
Archibald strode down the steps as if he hadn’t a care in the world, smiling warmly. He said, “You did well.” He didn’t look at all like a person who had been abducted and condemned to death.
“What’s going on, Archibald?”
Archibald placed a hand on her shoulder. “They needed to test you, to get to know you and see if they could trust you, see if they could respect you as the Mage of Earth someday.” He glanced back at the dais out of the corner of his eye. “They have their own ways of doing things here.”
“So you weren’t really kidnapped?” she asked numbly. “This was all for nothing?”
Halis stood from her place on the dais. “No, Tabitha,” she said. “This was the gravest of challenges, the most serious in nature.” She glanced around at the crowd of onlookers. “Nymphs are not rabbits or squirrels. We do not simply accept the passing of one Mage and the appearance of another. We do not give care of our world blindly into the hands of a stranger. Nymphs,” she emphasized, “are suspicious by nature. Our past has taught us to be cautious.”
“You can say that again,” Archibald mumbled.
“Belterras informed us of your apprenticeship to him and asked us to test you,” she said. “Though I don’t think he expected us to do so for some time,” she admitted. She folded her arms and sat down. “But the test is best performed when you are not expecting it. Take heart,” she added at the look of worry on Tabitha’s face. “You did well.” She motioned towards the queen with the spear on her lap and said, “This is my sister, Tolarin.”
Tolarin nodded curtly. “Everything you experienced today since entering our world has been a test of your nature. It has revealed many things to us.” The spear twitched on her lap as she paused. “We have seen your darkest memory, the brutal murder of your parents when you were a child.”
“I am Mir,” the third queen said. Her narrow, grave features held something that Tabitha didn’t recognize, something between fascination and mild dislike. “We have seen how your darkest memory gave birth to your deepest fear: the fear of violence. The fear of becoming that which you hate.”
“We have also seen your greatest strength,” Halis said, “which is your love. You will lay aside your fears to save your friends. We have seen your heart itself…a beautiful country.” She gave a formal nod. “You have won our trust and our friendship, and you are permitted to leave here with Archibald and return to your world. When the day comes that you become the Mage of Earth, we will follow you.” She raised a hand. “Our gift to you is the test itself, for we have given you a great knowledge. To know yourself is the foremost mystery of life, to find yourself, the critical discovery. Use it well.”
Tabitha gave what she thought was a grateful sort of bow. “I will. Thank you. But…”She looked at the boy beside her. “What about Fitz? Won’t you let him go, too? He helped me, and he’s my friend. Doesn’t that count for something?”
Halis smiled. “Fitz will not leave with you,” she said. “But do not worry for him. Fitz was a part of your test.” She rolled her hand gracefully toward Fitz and he shimmered and shifted around the edges as the flowers had done, growing taller, leaner, his skin turning blue. “This is my son,” she said. “He agreed to help us with your test.”
Fitz lifted Tabitha’s hand and brushed it lightly with his lips. “I’m sorry,” he said. Tabitha yanked her hand out of his, blinking at him in surprise. His eyes, at least, were still the same. “Come with me,” he said, gesturing to the empty throne. She followed him. “Sit,” he said.
She shook her head.
“Sit,” Halis repeated, moving beside her. The other queens had left their thrones too. They were standing beside her, waiting for her to sit. She did.
“I don’t understand,” Tabitha said.
“This is the other reason we brought you here,” Halis said. “To sit on the empty throne.”
“It is not yours,” Tolarin said, noting the question on Tabitha’s face.
“It belongs to our sister,” Mir said.
Halis nodded. “To Lewilyn.”
“Brinley’s mother,” Tabitha whispered.
“Yes,” Halis said. “Once she filled it. Once she reigned with us in glory and happiness, but she was taken from us.”
“You want her back,” Tabitha guessed. Her voice grew soft, tentative. “But she died.”
“No,” Tolarin said. “We do not want her back. It was her choice to leave.”
“And no,” Mir added. “She is not dead.”
Tabitha looked at her questioningly.
“She is our sister,” Halis said. “We would know if she died. She has not.”
“We brought you here,” Tolarin said, resting the sharp blade of her spear on Tabitha’s thigh to get her attention, “so that you could see her beginnings, her roots. We sit you on her empty throne so that you will remember.”
“We did not give up a queen and a sister to see her forgotten by your world, lost to a half‐death, unexplained.”
Tolarin lifted the spear to Tabitha’s chest and there was cold certainty in her eyes. “You will find her.”
Halis touched the spear, pushing it away. “That is our charge to you,” she said. “That is the first thing you will do for us as the future Mage of Earth. This you must do for us to keep our trust.”
Tolarin brought the butt of the spear down with a click on the dais. “Swear it,” she demanded.
Tabitha nodded. “Well, of course I’ll help find her. I’m sure when Brinley finds out that her mother is still alive, she’ll want to help me look.” Her face went blank, staring at nothing. “I wonder if she already knows,” she mumbled.
Tolarin struck her spear on the dais again. “Swear it,” she said.
“Oh,” Tabitha said, shaking her thoughts away. “Yes. I swear it.”
The three queens regarded her silently a moment, then Halis motioned for Archibald to join them on the dais. Following her instruction, Tabitha took Archibald’s hand in her own. “Go now,” Halis said, “with the blessing of Nymia and the three queens.”
Tabitha curtsied awkwardly, still holding onto Archibald’s hand, and the underwater world unraveled around them, twisting into colorful swirls like wet fireworks. She felt Archibald beside her, forced upward by the same invisible current that pushed her, tumbling, toward the sky.
The lake spat them out ungraciously onto the shore. Tabitha felt smooth stones under her hands again and wondered if the whole thing might have been a dream. “Was it all a lie?” she asked, pushing her wet body off the stones, pulling her knees into her chest protectively. “Everything you said to Halis earlier?”
“No,” Archibald said. “It was the truth. I did not know that you followed me, or that they would test you. Believe me,” he said, dumping water out of his hat with a sigh, “I was just as surprised as you when that snake grabbed me.”
“Did you know that she is alive? Brinley’s mother, I mean?”
Archibald’s voice grew quiet. “No,” he said. “Not until they took me.” He turned to her. “Do you know where she is? Do you know what has happened to my wife?”
“Not exactly,” Tabitha said honestly. “It’s true, then, what she said? You really are Brinley’s father?”
Archibald stared into his hat thoughtfully. “Yes,” he said. “I don’t know how to tell her.”
She placed a hand on his arm. “You will.”
“She already has a father,” he said. There was something in his voice that was halfway between bitterness and regret. “I have heard her speak of him. I do not think she would want another.”
“That’s it!” Tabitha said. “Her father! Archibald, you can help her.”
He frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“Her father is lost,” Tabitha explained. “He tried to follow her into Aberdeen and he got lost somehow.” She shook her head. “We don’t understand it, but I know she thinks about it all the time. Maybe you could help her find her father and then…” She trailed off, frowning. A moment earlier she had been certain that this would help Archibald’s situation but now she couldn’t remember how.
“Hmm,” Archibald muttered. “Yes. I think I see what you mean. I will speak to Brinley.”
Tabitha felt a jolt of panic. “Oh,” she said. “Wait, maybe you shouldn’t. I don’t know if I should have told you that. I think it was a secret.”
Archibald chuckled. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m sure she won’t mind, so long as I can help.”
“You will be able to help,” Tabitha said.
He nodded as he got to his feet. The first rays of sunshine were beginning to color the sky. “You were given a great gift tonight,” he said, nodding towards the lake.
She shook her head. “I didn’t want it. I don’t know what to do with it.” She felt her heart tighten with fear and questions. “I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know how to be enough for everyone…” She stopped as she caught sight of a pair of eyes watching her from the water. Fitz’s eyes, she thought, but then they were gone.
Archibald picked her up, set her on her feet. “You are the apprentice to the Mage of Earth, and you are the Magemother’s Herald.” He looked at her seriously. “And I wouldn’t want anyone else protecting my daughter. Most important of all, you are you. And that will always be enough.”



End of the Novella



Book Two
The Paradise Twin
by Austin J. Bailey



Prologue
In which there is darkness
In the dark, haunted heart of the Wizard’s Ire, four gnarled, evil-looking trees stood silent. They held something between them—a black box, hard and smooth, wedged into their intersecting branches. A voice boomed from it, breaking the silence and calling into the clearing.
“Gadjihalt!” it said, and a man appeared. He was a large, hulking figure with a rigidity to his movements that suggested both great strength and advanced age. He was a soldier, or had been, a knight of the High King of Aberdeen. But that was long ago. He was a traitor to the crown, and the king he had betrayed was long dead, fallen to the hands of time, the same hands that he had eluded now for five hundred years.
“I am here, master,” he said, kneeling before the box.
“The Mage of Light and Darkness has awakened,” the voice said. “The darkness calls to him.”
“Shall I retrieve him for you, my lord?” Gadjihalt asked reverently.
“Send my daughter with a message for him. Tell him that he must listen to the darkness, and that I will instruct him. After that, there will be no need to force him. He will come to me.”
Gadjihalt bowed his head. “And what of the Magemother? We have received word that she is searching for the lost mages. Soon their power may be restored. Their presence might make it difficult to conquer Aberdeen.”
The box was silent for a moment. Then it said, “Send the Janrax. Tell him to release his haunts. In exchange for his service, he will receive his freedom. Go now.”
Gadjihalt bowed again and moved away. When he reached the edge of the little clearing, a woman appeared at his side, hooded and cloaked in a robe the same dank color as the trees. “What did he say?” she asked.
“A message is to be sent to the Paradise prince,” Gadjihalt grunted.
“Does he want me to take it?” she inquired.
He nodded.
She squinted at his face. “What?” she asked. “What else?”
“The Janrax is to be released and given his freedom in exchange for setting his haunts upon the mages.” He considered her thoughtfully then gave a curt nod and turned on his heel. “Go fetch him from his hole and take him with you when you go.”
March froze. “Me?” she whispered. “The Janrax? Why him?” But Gadjihalt said nothing, only disappeared into the trees.
***
Hours later, March tossed a thin wooden wand over the narrow ledge that jutted out of the rock face on the side of a deep ravine. Then she swung herself over and hung, dropping the last few feet to the black valley floor. She was in the crater of a dormant volcano. She had only been there once before, and if she had not been ordered to do so, she would never have come again. The hard-packed ash beneath her feet smelled almost as putrid as the stagnant lake that ran beside her, but neither was as foul as the creature who inhabited this place.
She picked up the wand, careful not to touch the animal figures that were carved into the handle. The wand belonged to the creature that lived in here. He would need it if he was going to help free her father, but she did not like the idea of giving it to him. March did not consider herself a good person. At least, she understood that most people in the world rather she were dead. She had done terrible things in her time, as witches are often wont to do, and rubbed shoulders with the cruelest of characters, but she would prefer the company of any one of them to the Janrax. People who held such power as he once had could not easily be trusted. Her father trusted him—enough to use him—but she did not like to, no matter how much of his power he had lost in the long years since his demise and imprisonment.
A crude-smelling cloud of smoke curled from the top of a black pipe in the ground and told her that she had reached her destination. She lifted the steel grate to reveal a dark hole in the ground and jumped into it, leaving behind the dim light of the Wizard’s Ire for an even darker setting: an intersection of long, low corridors lined with workbenches, cauldrons, hammers, and ore. Fire burned in a pit in the floor and cast dancing shadows across the walls.
There was a sudden hiss of steam and March ducked, letting a spell of light and water slip to the tip of her tongue before she realized who it was.
“Hold your tongue, witch!” a voice snapped. The air filled with an acrid smell as the steam cleared, revealing a thin, twisted wisp of a man. He swung his tongs brusquely over the workbench and dropped the little bronze disc that he had been quenching. As he moved, something jangled around his legs and March saw that he was shackled to the floor with a long chain as thick as a man’s arm.
“What?” he asked. His face was small, his skin gray and pinched and taut around the edges, as if he had spent his life attempting to crawl backward into some invisible shell. “What does that tyrant want from me now?”
“The tyrant is my father,” March said. “Watch your words.”
“Do you know who I am?” the Janrax whispered, turning to face her straight on.
“Nobody knows who you are now,” March said, leaning casually against a bench to show that she was not afraid. “No one remembers. How does that feel?”
The truth was she knew something of who he was. Once he had been the greatest sorcerer of all time, they said. The one who taught men to use magic. The very man who had taught her father, once upon a time.
The Janrax cocked his head and laughed. “I broke the bridge to heaven and cut this world off from the gods, little witch. And in return they stole my name and my power, but they did not take it all.”
His face changed for the briefest instant, and she had a glimpse of something, flashing teeth and gaping maw and fierce eyes. It was gone as soon as it came, but it left her thinking about the powers that he was rumored to still possess: the ability to take any shape he liked, and the power to control some of his oldest weapons. His current powers were but frail shadows of his former glory, but his skill with the bridges of Aberdeen was unparalleled. It had taken him years, in his current state, to work out how the mages had constructed their line of warding on the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire, and years more to successfully construct a key. Now he spent his time creating the enchanted coins that unlocked the barrier, a process that Shael would trust to no one else. The medallions weren’t perfect, however. They were only strong enough for a single use, after which the power of the barrier would reduce it to dust. Luckily, this was only true for the particular medallion in use, so that a person could easily take a second for a return journey. She had used them several times now, and even she had to admit that his help had been indispensable.
He raised his hand and lifted a hammer into the air, bringing it down upon the metal disc. It cracked and peeled at the edges, and a thin, dull shell fell away to reveal a shining golden medallion within.
“Here is today’s work,” he said, dropping the coin into a large leather bag that hung from his desk. “I will have another tomorrow. And another the day after that. Go away and do not disturb my slavery until Shael has finally decided that he has enough of these coins.”
“He has enough,” March said. She raised her hand and pointed at the shackle around his leg. It fell away with a clatter. “I have been given authority to release you.”
“Oh?” he said, turning slowly on the spot. He propped his leg up on a stool and began to rub it where the shackle had been. “You have, have you?” His eyes narrowed with new suspicion. “At what cost? What must I do to earn this new mercy?”
March raised the wand and proffered it to him, and he seemed to notice it for the first time. “Do you still have the power to wield this?” she asked.
He took it from her slowly and ran a careful hand over the caved creatures on the handle. “Oh, yes,” he said. “I think so.”
“Come with me, then,” she said. “Help me bring down the mages. Set your haunts on them. Help my father go free, and you will have your freedom.”
“Just that?” he said. His eyes widened in a look of surprise. “But that isn’t work at all.” He drew the cloak around his shoulders and lifted the hood, shrouding his features in shadow. “Haunting the mages of Aberdeen will be a pleasure.”



Chapter One
In which there is a Paradise twin
In the middle of the night, deep inside Caraway Castle, something was very wrong.
Brinley shot out of bed as soon as she felt it. She got dressed and gathered the bag that held the things she never let out of her sight—a small crystal knife, a magical vial called a naptrap, a small silver summoning bell, a picture of her mother that she had made, and a small drawing notebook—and ran out the door. This seemed to happen every night now, waking up and searching the castle. Since becoming the Magemother, she found that she had an almost magical instinct whenever something was wrong. That was one of the few real changes she had felt in herself since embracing her new role.
There was never any telling what her instinct might be alerting her to. One night, a cat had been accidentally caught in a mousetrap. She found it wandering the castle halls in silent pain, dragging the mousetrap along behind it at the end of its tail. On another night, she found one of the cooks crying into an empty soup pot. Anything could happen in a castle at night, and now, it seemed, she was tuned in when things went wrong. She rounded a corner and the feeling of wrongness changed. It was different from the things she had felt before. Urgent. She needed to hurry.
She entertained the thought of sliding down the handrail of the four-story spiral staircase that led to the lower levels and decided against it. After all, being in a hurry wasn’t reason enough to kill herself. When she reached the main level, one of the night guards nodded to her from his position at the main doors.
“Is anything the matter?” she asked him.
“Not here,” he responded, moonlight gleaming off his helmet as he tipped it to her.
She nodded. No doubt the guards thought her crazy by now, what with her inevitable nightly prowl. She deciding against questioning him further. It was one thing to appear concerned, another to appear crazy or nosy, and she was already prowling the castle alone at night. At least she was dressed this time. The first time, she had run out in only her night shirt.
She turned slowly, wondering where she should go to find the source of the disturbance. Using a trick she had learned when she found the cat, she closed her eyes and imagined where the trouble was. Darkness and torches filled her mind’s eye, so she took another staircase that led down.
A minute later she opened a door to a long, dank corridor lit softly by a single flickering torch. At the far end of it, directly across from her, there was a dark iron door with a little window set in the top of it, which could be opened and closed. That door was locked, she knew. She had been here before. She knew what the disturbance must be now. She had wondered how long it would take him to try and break through that door. She was glad that her instincts had led her here before he arrived. As softly as she could, she closed the door to the corridor behind her and nestled herself against the wall off to the side.
She didn’t have to wait long before she heard soft footsteps approaching. With a small creak, the door swung open, hiding her from view. A boy about her own age stepped through it, his fair hair unkempt, probably from tossing and turning in his bed. He moved cautiously, slowly, without the confident strut that usually accompanied him in the halls of the castle. When he got to the locked door he simply stood there for a minute, staring. She could guess what he might be thinking. No doubt he was imagining the thing on the other side. Perhaps he was wondering whether it was wise for him to take it. He would be weighing the risks, thinking of what had happened to the ones who had come before.
She put out a hand and the door that hid her swung shut with a click, causing the boy to whirl about.
“Hi,” Brinley said simply.
The look of worry melted from Hugo’s face almost at once, replaced by a half smile. “You caught me.”
Brinley shrugged. Inwardly, she marveled at the change that had taken place in him during the short time they had known each other. Not long ago he would have been angry or scared at being found out like this. He was the prince of Caraway, son of Remy, High King of Aberdeen. There was a time when his pride would have been bruised by a situation like this, but things had changed. She was the Magemother now, and he was a mage. There was respect between them, and friendship, the bond of Magemother to mage.
Something fluttered out of the shadows behind Hugo, danced around the torchlight, and settled on Brinley’s shoulder.
“There’s a moth on you,” he said, reaching to brush it away.
She swatted his hand. “Leave it.”
He shrugged. “How did you know I would come?”
She yawned, covering her mouth with a hand. “You had to eventually. Remember that first day? I told you that it would call to you.” Something flashed in Hugo’s eyes. “Has it?” she asked.
Hugo shrugged. “Maybe. I haven’t been able to think about anything else for a couple of days.”
She nodded and approached the door. He was slightly taller than her, and she had to look up at him. “Are you ready?” she asked.
Some of the confidence left his face, but he maintained enough composure to nod just before she knocked on the door.
A small shutter opened behind a pair of vertical iron bars set into the door at eye level, revealing the face of a guard. “My lady?” the guard said, surprised.
“Sorry for the hour, Captain,” Brinley said as he opened the door. She smiled kindly at him. “Thank you. We will be quite fine now. Please leave us.”
“As you wish,” the guard said, giving Hugo a small bow as he passed. She ducked inside the room and Hugo followed her, closing the door behind them.
It was a long, low storage room, packed from corner to corner with hundreds of years of things that nobody could find a place for in the castle above them. In the center of it all, propped against a tall stack of crates, was a long mirror shrouded in a protective cloth.
Brinley glanced at Hugo, who was staring, transfixed, at the mirror.
“What happens now?” Hugo asked.
Brinley’s mouth tightened. She had been wondering the same thing for weeks now, ever since she had made Hugo the Mage of Light and Darkness. She had known, even then, that the darkness, the evil that was trapped in the mirror, would call out to him eventually. It could not stay confined forever—that much she knew. But there were many things that she did not know, like what exactly would happen when the Darkness entered Hugo. As the Mage of Light and Darkness, Hugo was one of the most important mages of Aberdeen, responsible for balancing the forces of good and evil, light and darkness, which flowed through every living creature. He was also the first mage that she, as the Magemother, had commissioned, and every part of his rise to power was going to be a learning experience for both of them.
“Practice with me one last time,” Brinley said, catching the sleeve of Hugo’s shirt as he moved toward the mirror.
He sighed. “Melding?” he asked.
She nodded.
Hugo closed his eyes and wiggled his shoulders, loosening his neck the way boxers do before a fight. His job was to feel a deep sense of what Animus called “allowing,” something that Hugo had found to be particularly tricky so far. “Okay,” he said.
Brinley squinted at him. Her job was to focus on him as strongly as possibly, so for her, keeping her eyes open was helpful. She took in every part of him, blond hair, face that looked like a young version of his father’s, eyelids shut gently over eyes the color of the morning sky. She opened her heart to him completely. That was a part of the melding as well, the hardest part.
As usual, she felt vulnerable when she did it. But this time she felt something else. Something for him, something
that she couldn’t quite put a name to. It was part caring, part concern, part worry, all things that a mother would feel for a son, but there were other things, too. A fear of what he might become. A fear of what she might become without him. That part didn’t make any sense. There were other feelings that didn’t make any sense. They made her blush; she wished that they would go away. Beyond any doubt, though, he was a part of her, attached by invisible strings. It was like that with all of the mages, but more so with him.
For a moment, she was alone in the melding. Then Hugo opened up to her. She closed her eyes and saw the inside of his eyelids, heard the flickering snap of the torch through his ears, heard her own voice say “okay” from a few feet away. Hugo opened his eyes and she saw out of them.
Hugo looked at her. She wished he wouldn’t do that. It felt strange, looking at herself like that. She knew that if she opened her own eyes she would lose the connection. There was something about looking into herself from two vantage points that boggled her mind. She had tried it once, even though Animus had warned her against it, and won a massive headache in the bargain.
“I’m ready,” Hugo said. His voice was firm. She could feel the resolve in his heart. He switched off his fearful, doubting thoughts like a light inside himself, and she was jealous at the ability.
“Do it,” she said, and Hugo raised his hand to the corner of the sheet, tugging it off the mirror with a smooth motion.
Brinley stared through Hugo’s eyes at the figure waiting for them inside the mirror.
He stood there like a faceless body of darkness, suspended in the glass. Gently, like smoke bending through the night air, the featureless face shifted into a dark parody of Hugo’s own. Two Paradise princes stood before her now, one dark, the other light, sizing each other up.
No one spoke.
Finally the darkness gave a tentative smile. “You have come for me?” it asked softly.
Hugo said nothing. He took a step forward and leaned in until he and his shadowy twin stood nose to nose. “Do you have a name?” he asked quietly.
“Let me inside,” the darkness whispered, smiling hungrily. “Let me inside, and I will tell you.”
Hugo set his jaw stubbornly. “You have no name unless I give you one.”
The darkness mimicked his frown, but remained silent.
“You have no life unless I give it to you,” Hugo said. “You have no power unless I give it to you.”
The darkness lifted an eyebrow and gave a little bow. “As you say.”
Hugo’s frown deepened. “I will not give in to you like the others did.”
The darkness gave a knowing smile. “Then you will be the first.” It held out a hand and touched the inside of the mirror. Its palm flattened out like a tiny fog bank against the glassy surface. “Let me in,” it said, “or I will never stop calling to you. Let me in. The world is starving for darkness.”
Hugo took a long, deep breath before raising his hand to touch the glass opposite the smoky palm. When they met, the darkness shivered. A second later, the shadowy substance that composed its body began shrinking, narrowing, and pushing itself through the face of the mirror and into Hugo’s hand. He thought it was going to take him over, try to control him right away, but it didn’t. It didn’t enter his mind and torture him. It didn’t speak dark things to his heart or conjure up the worst of his memories. He felt nothing.
Brinley’s eyes met Hugo’s as she slipped out of the meld that had connected them. She felt like she should say something. “I wonder how long it will take,” she said. That was the question: How long before the darkness would try to corrupt him? Was it doing it already? Would he even be able to tell when it started, or would it be so subtle that he wouldn’t be able to tell?
“I don’t know,” he answered.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I think you’ll notice it when it happens.” She hoped that she was right. “Hugo?”
“Yeah?” He had a faraway look on his face that Brinley recognized as a sign that his mind was elsewhere—she was getting used to that look by now, spending so much time with Tabitha.
“Don’t forget about the meeting later.”
“Yeah,” he said, not looking at her.
“We’ll have to talk about this there.”
“I know.” There was a hint of irritation in his voice. No doubt the prospect of telling his father about how the evil of the world had entered him wasn’t a thrilling idea. The king was, as a rule, suspicious of all things magical.
She grabbed his sleeve, holding him back from the door. “And don’t forget,” she said, “I want you to stay for the whole meeting so that you know what’s going on.” Hugo was famous for sneaking out of meetings, classes, and anything else he was supposed to be at as soon as he got bored.
He snatched his sleeve away irritably. “I told you I would,” he said. He moved through the doorway, not looking back.
“Hugo?” she called, hurrying after him. “Do you want me to walk with you? Do you want to talk about what just happened? I mean, it’s kind of a big deal, you know? And I don’t want you to think you’re in this alone. Remember, I’m always here to help. We only have each other, and—oomph!” She ran right into Hugo, who had stopped walking suddenly. He turned slowly, one hand raised in emphasis, the irritation clear on his face. Right away she knew she had gone too far. Boys were so difficult sometimes, especially Hugo. He always wanted to be left alone right when he needed help the most.
“Brinley,” he said, struggling to keep his voice down. “I know! I know because you keep telling me. I know you’re there for me! But I just want to be alone right now, okay? I just want to think.” He spun back around, the dark train of his shirt billowing gently in his wake. “I’ll see you at the meeting,” he called back, and he turned down a side passage.
Brinley didn’t know where that went. Definitely not back upstairs. Most likely he would wander the belly of the castle for hours, brewing over his questions and worries alone…Maybe he hadn’t changed that much after all.
“Go with him, Tabitha,” she said quietly, taking the moth off her shoulder and cradling it in her hands. “Just watch out for him, please. I’m worried about him.”
The moth fluttered away. Anyone watching might have thought it was a plain old moth (it got sidetracked dancing around the torchlight), but Brinley knew that it would follow her friend in the end, watching him when she could not.
***
When Hugo finally realized that he was getting nowhere trying to make sense of what had happened, he made his way back to his rooms, taking a secret passage and a little-used stairway in order to avoid people. It was still early—at least an hour before the meeting—but the servants would be roaming about now and he wasn’t in the mood to bump into people.
Unfortunately for Hugo, the apprentice to the Mage of Wind was lounging on Hugo’s couch (completely uninvited) when he entered his rooms. Hugo didn’t try too hard to hide his irritation. “Don’t ask or anything, Cannon,” he said. “Just come right in whenever you please.”
Cannon smiled warmly. “Thank you. Tabitha said you wouldn’t mind.”
“Tabitha?” Hugo asked, looking around for the girl.
Cannon nodded toward Hugo’s feet, and Hugo looked down to see a small brown rabbit sniffing his boot. The rabbit blinked at him and then erupted, growing skyward at an enormous rate, nose and feet and fluffy tail twisting into human form with a sound like fabric flapping in the breeze. In a moment the rabbit was gone and a girl of about thirteen stood before him. She had eyes the color of fresh tilled earth and a long braid of hair to match. She wore a bright yellow sun dress that made her look altogether older and more put together than the first time he had met her. Back then she had been living alone in her bird tower with little human contact. Now, she was the apprentice to the Mage of Earth as well as the Magemother’s Herald. Her time at the castle had done wonders for her, Hugo thought. Simply being around people had done wonders for her. She looked normal now.
“Hello, Hugo,” she said brightly. “Are you evil now?”
He grinned. Maybe not quite normal. “I don’t think it works like that,” he said.
She shrugged and plopped down beside Cannon. “Just checking.” She stretched her feet out and placed them on a low table. They were bare and dirty, as you might expect the underside of a rabbit’s feet to be.
Hugo poured himself a glass of juice from a crystal pitcher on the table and sat down across from the others. He glanced questioningly at Cannon, and Tabitha said, “I told him everything.”
Hugo choked on his juice. “You did? And I suppose you were along for the whole thing, were you? Spying on Brinley and me?”
“I wasn’t spying,” Tabitha said, sounding offended. “I was watching.”
“As a bunny?” Hugo said incredulously. He couldn’t believe that he hadn’t noticed her bouncing around his feet.
Cannon laughed and Tabitha held up a finger to correct him. “A rabbit. And, no.” She gave a sly smile. “I was a moth for a while, and then I was an ant. I sat on your boot all morning while you paced.”
“All morning?” Hugo huffed, remembering the moth.
Tabitha folded her arms. “Well, not the whole time…I closed my eyes when you went to the bathroom. Your boots need to be washed, by the way.”
“Tabitha!” Hugo and Cannon said together.
“What?” she said, taken aback. “They do! Just look at them.”
“An ant?” Cannon said, trying not to laugh at Hugo’s flushed cheeks. “Why an ant? He might have crushed you by accident. Your life could have been over like that!” He snapped his fingers.
“No,” Tabitha said, nonplussed. “Ants are strong…Stronger than you think.” She smiled. “Like me.”
Hugo couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Just listen to you two!” he exploded, standing up. “What about my privacy? I mean, coming in without asking is one thing, but spying on me too? How do you justify that?”
Tabitha looked confused. Finally she shrugged. “Brinley asked me to. She said you needed to be watched. Said that you might do something stupid, like try to sneak into the dungeons in the middle of the night to confront the darkness by yourself without telling her.”
That stung. How did Brinley know him so well? She was the Magemother, of course, and he was a mage, and everyone said that mothers had an instinct about these things. Maybe this was what it was like to have a mother. All he knew was he liked things better before a girl took such an annoying interest in everything he did.
Cannon sat up, looking mildly surprised. “You’re not arguing,” he said to Hugo. “You really did do all that? Blast. I was banking on you not being that stupid. Rumors are spreading around the castle already, but I thought they were exaggerated.”
Tabitha held out a hand expectantly and Cannon withdrew a coin from the pocket of his robes.
“Were you betting on me?” Hugo asked, not sure whether he should be outraged or amused.
“Just a bit,” Tabitha said, as if it wasn’t any of his business, and Cannon said, “Don’t feel bad, mate. Brinley’s been waiting for you to sneak off to that room for a week. Now, do tell us all about it or we won’t leave you alone. We still have a few minutes until the meeting starts.”
“You were there,” he said to Tabitha.
“I wasn’t,” Cannon said.
“Fine,” Hugo blurted. The truth was he wasn’t nearly as annoyed as he was pretending; Hugo was generally happy to be the center of attention. He told them the whole thing.
When he got to the part where the darkness entered him, Cannon shifted in his seat. “What did it feel like?” he asked. “Did it hurt?”
Hugo thought about it. “I didn’t feel anything at all, really.”
“Blast,” Cannon said, taking another coin out of his pocket. Tabitha had her hand out again, wiggling her fingers impatiently.
Hugo gave them a dumbfounded look. Everyone had noticed Tabitha coming out of her shell over the last few weeks, but he had never seen the two of them carry on like this together. It made sense, though. After all, they were both apprenticed to mages. Maybe there was some comradery in that which he was not privy to.
They had a few more questions for him—sincere questions, he guessed, since there were no more coins exchanged, and Cannon let himself out. On his way through the door, Cannon called back, “Watch out for ants.” Hugo rolled his eyes.
Tabitha stepped to the open window.
“Are you going to see her now and report about me?” Hugo asked, knowing the answer.
“Yep,” Tabitha said.
“Tabitha,” Hugo said, making her pause. “Can ants really close their eyes?”
“Nope,” she said. And she hopped out the window.
He crossed the room to look out after her. It was a hundred feet to the ground from there. No doubt she had changed shape after she jumped. He could just make out the shape of a robin winging toward the windows of the Magemother’s quarters. She would tell Brinley everything, he knew. How he looked, how he acted, what he said. Was he afraid? Was he going crazy yet? Was the darkness taking control?
He went to the mirror and considered his reflection. Those were all good questions. He had been asking himself those, and a dozen others, for half the night.



Chapter Two
In which Brinley has a vision
Later that day, Brinley was packing her bags. It was time to be going. That much had been decided already, and now that the darkness had entered Hugo, there was nothing more to wait for. Hugo would be leaving too. The king hadn’t been happy about that, but he was never happy at the prospect of his only heir leaving the safety of Caraway Castle. Overprotective, that’s what he was, but in the end he had taken it better than she had anticipated.
Hugo would be going with Animus and Cannon on a fact-finding expedition that would take them anywhere and everywhere. A big part of the reason she wanted them together was because Animus was the oldest, wisest mage around. If anyone had a chance of helping Hugo learn how to be the Mage of Light and Darkness, it was him. She and Animus had discussed it at length over the past few weeks and agreed that if Hugo were overcome by the darkness, it was better that it happened on the road in the middle of nowhere, with Animus there to help, than here in the city with thousands of people around.
They hadn’t told the king that part, of course, or Hugo. As far as they knew, the sole purpose of the mission was to discover some clue as to the whereabouts of the missing mages. They were going to the Magisterium and various royal libraries. They would be stopping in smaller places too, talking to the commoners, asking for rumors, stories, anything that might give them a hint in the right direction. It had been done before, true, but this time it was different. This time they had to succeed.
As for herself, her first order of business was to visit Cassis at the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. It was the king’s wish that she examine the situation there, since the Magemother was said to control the magical gate there that kept the inhabitants of the Ire locked inside. If that was the case, she knew nothing about it. Just one more thing to ask her mother about when the time came…And she hoped the time came soon; the king was nearly hysterical with worry. In the past, creatures from the Ire had been coming in at random, one here and another there. But one week ago, that had changed. It was a monster a day now, every day at noon, coming across the bridge to challenge the king’s armies. They were killed almost instantly by the soldiers waiting for them, but that didn’t stop them from coming, and the fact that Shael was willing to throw away his forces day after day just to make a point was making everyone nervous. Such a show of force could mean only one thing: war was coming. The oldest enemy of Aberdeen still lived within the Wizard’s Ire. Nobody thought that he could escape the prison that the mages had built for him, but nobody had thought the bridge could be breached either.
Brinley took a small bag out of her pocket and opened it. She brought the little crystal vial out of the bag and twirled it between her fingers thoughtfully. She had been doing that a lot lately—too much, probably. But she didn’t care.
Her mother was inside it. Trapped in the vial—the naptrap, it was called. She was wounded, mortally wounded, and if they released her she would die in moments.
She couldn’t let that happen. Not just because Brinley had already gone through most of her life without knowing her. Her mother also held critical information. Information that they had to recover. That was why they needed the mages. The mages, she knew, could somehow save her mother, and she was going to need all of them if they were going to succeed.
Brinley squinted, holding the crystal vial up to the light. It looked empty to her. Habis, the witch who had made the naptrap, was supposed to report in earlier, but she had failed to do so. She had been researching fiercely over the past couple of weeks, looking for a way to save Brinley’s mother. Finding Habis would be her second order of business then.
She hoped that her meeting with Habis would give her new ideas about what to do next. There were too many questions. Too many unknowns. She could still remember when she had lived a normal life back in Colorado, and all she ever worried about was her chores. She chuckled bitterly. In some ways, nothing had changed. She still had chores to do, things that had to get done. But now her chores were important. Now, if she messed up, people could die and the world could unravel at the edges. Being the Magemother wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.
After she finished packing, she closed her eyes and reached out with her mind as Animus had taught her. She was supposed to practice this every morning when she woke up, but she had forgotten with all the excitement of leaving.
The mages were connected to the Magemother in many ways, and this was one of the most useful ones. She could communicate with them, and they with her, even across great distances. Touching the minds of the mages was something that the Magemother was supposed to be able to do easily, but so far it had proven a bit of a challenge.
She squinted in concentration. It felt odd, trying to reach out like this. She kept trying to throw her mind outside herself and it kept just slapping up against the inside of her own head. Finally, she broke through. She could feel Hugo on the other side of the castle. His mind was calm, slow. He must be asleep. She widened her awareness and reached out for the other mages, finding them one by one. Cassis was where she expected him to be, pacing back and forth across the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. Belterras, the Mage of Earth, was in the far north, tending to a herd of heartbeasts. She didn’t even bother looking for the three missing mages. She should bother, she knew, but she didn’t want to feel the disappointment of failure today. Wherever they were, they were beyond her reach. How many times did she need to be reminded of it?
She searched for Animus next. Strange that he should be so hard to find; he was usually the easiest. He was old and wise, and his brilliant, powerful mind usually stood out like a star in the darkness of the world. Where was he? She smiled. He was right outside her door.
She let him in and relaxed inside the bear hug he gave her, twitching her nose as his long white beard tickled her face. He was the closest thing she had to a father since her own father had disappeared trying to follow her into Aberdeen.
“I came to say good-bye,” Animus said. He raised his snowy eyebrows. “I daresay there won’t be time later. Will you continue to practice what I have taught you while I am away?”
“Of course!” she said. “I practice every morning.”
“Indeed,” he said, hiding a grin. “I noticed that you had quite a struggle locating me just now. Perhaps I was too far away?”
Brinley blushed.
He flashed a knowing smile, half hidden by his white moustache. “Sometimes,” he said, “the hardest thing to see clearly is the thing right in front of us.”
They sat together in silence for a moment, and then Animus asked, “Have you had any more nightmares?”
Brinley felt her chest tighten at the question. “Yes,” she said, “last night. About my father. He was trapped in darkness again, trying to escape, calling to me, but I couldn’t get to him.” She lifted a hand to stop her lips from trembling. “Do you still think they are visions, Animus?”
He spread his arms. “I do not know,” he said. “That is for you to discern.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Do not worry too much about it, though. You will know what to do when the time comes to act. You must trust your instincts.”
She nodded.
“Why don’t you practice your mind work with me?” he asked.
She welcomed the change of subject. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes again and spread her awareness outward, being careful to start with the space right around her body.
“Good,” Animus said. “Now, look for them.”
“What’s the use?” she said. “I’m never going to find them this way.”
“Try anyway,” Animus said. “It’s good for you.”
She stretched her mind farther, as far as it would go, looking for some hint, some whisper of the mages that she could never find. Lignumis, the Mage of Wood. Chantra, Mage of Fire. Unda, Mage of Water. They had been young when Lux, the previous Mage of Light and Darkness, had been corrupted. She had been a baby at the time. Her own mother, Lewilyn, had been the Magemother. Lewilyn had hidden the three young mages, just as she had hidden Brinley. Hidden them so carefully that not even she could find them later, knowing that in time, when they were ready, they would return, just as Brinley had.
She could not feel them like she felt the others. No clear, soulful substance, no personality, no thoughts echoing out of the darkness between them, only weight. That was all she ever felt when she looked for them: emptiness and weight. The weight was more inside herself than out, and she knew it must be the weight of the lost mages’ power that she still bore. She had taken away all of the mages’ power weeks prior, and since she had yet to find them, she still held theirs. Normally it did not bother her, but when her whole being was focused on Chantra, or Unda, or Lignumis, the weight of Fire and Water and Wood began to bear down on her, as if in longing for their true bearers. She knew they must be out there still, if the power longed for them so, but she could not tell where. “Just like always,” she muttered.
“Try again,” Animus said. “Focus this time. Put your worries away. Just focus on one this time.”
Summoning her patience, she closed her eyes again. Which one should she focus on? Almost automatically, her thoughts fell on Chantra, the Mage of Fire. How old was she? She couldn’t be that much older than Brinley. She was a young girl when she went into hiding.
Brinley filled her mind with thoughts of fire, imagining the heat of it on her face, the smell of burning wood. Red and orange flames flashed across her imagination. She let them burn of their own accord, ignoring the impulse to stop them. She willed herself to believe that she was watching something more than an idle daydream of her own creation.
There was something in the flames now. A person. Her heart skipped a beat. That was new. She calmed herself, trying to keep her mind from wandering. A short man in a stately coat was peering at her from within the fire. He had a short beard and chiseled features. He was only there for a second, but she saw him clearly. “Animus!” she said, opening her eyes.
“What?” Animus said in a hushed voice. “What did you see?”
“I saw Tuck!” she said. “Thieutukar, I mean.”
Animus’s wispy eyebrows twitched in surprise. “The king of the gnomes?”
Brinley nodded. “I’m sure it was him. But I don’t know why I would see him. I was concentrating on Chantra, just like you taught me, and then Tuck was there. I was concentrating so hard, Animus. Do you think it was a real vision?”
“Hmm,” Animus said. “Perhaps. Worth looking into, for certain.”
Brinley eyed him questioningly. “But why would I see him? Do you think he might know something about where Chantra is? If that’s true then why hasn’t he said anything? Tuck is my friend, Animus. I think he would tell me if he knew something like that.”
“Perhaps he has forgotten,” Animus said. “Or he does not realize what he knows. It could be some small piece of knowledge, insignificant in his own estimation. I think it is worth investigating.”
Brinley nodded. “That is where you and Hugo will go, then.”
Animus nodded. “I agree. This is the more promising lead.” He smiled. “And no doubt Hugo will find it more exciting than searching distant libraries for clues to the whereabouts of the missing mages, as was our previous plan.”
Brinley was still thinking about Chantra. “What is she like?” she asked.
Animus looked slightly startled. “Chantra? Well, she was…young.” He held his hands up apologetically. “I was already very old by the time your mother selected her to be a mage. She spent more time around Cassis, but even he didn’t know her well. I think she struggled a bit, growing up with Unda and Lignumis. They were both a bit older than her.” He smiled. “Unda once told me he was going to have to get a troll to guard his room on Calypsis because she kept breaking in to jump on his bed and go through his things. I imagine he was joking, of course.” He waved his hand. “You will get to know her yourself, I’m sure.”
She hoped that Animus was right. She hoped Tuck would remember some secret bit of information that would help them. She hoped, but she couldn’t help doubting. Tuck appearing in her mind might just as easily have been a mental hiccup as a real vision. That was something the Magemother was supposed to experience—visions. But she had imagined them being far more grandiose than what she had just experienced.
“I must be going now,” he said. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Have faith in yourself. And remember, never stop looking for them.”
***
Early the following morning, Brinley decided to say good-bye to Hugo before she left. She had been arguing with herself about it for an hour now, going back and forth, unsure whether it would be worse to leave each other on the wrong foot or risk coming off as overbearing by checking in on him again. In the end she decided that the best thing would be to just call him with her mind and say her good-byes from a distance. That way he couldn’t get mad at her for spying on him, but they would be able to talk before he left. She sat on her bed and reached out across the castle with her mind. She was surprised to find him still asleep, but nudged him awake anyway.
Hugo, she called to him. Hugo!
In his room, Hugo stirred.
HUGO!


The prince flipped over and tumbled out of bed, smashing his face against his bedside table.
Oh no! I’m so sorry!


Hi, Brinley, he said. Can’t you just knock like everyone else? He had pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. What is it? Is something wrong?
No. Nothing. How are you feeling? Any changes?
Yes, he said. My face hurts.
Sorry about that. I wanted to say good-bye…and tell you I’m sorry.
Silence. Brinley cringed. She was sorry. Maybe not for caring about him so much, but she was sorry that Hugo kept getting angry about it. She felt a hint of frustration brewing within her. What did he want from her? She had to look after him, didn’t she? That was her responsibility. She was the Magemother and he was a mage!
Thanks, Hugo said finally.
She swallowed her next words, thoroughly stumped over what to say.
Is there anything else? Hugo asked.
Uh, well…no. But just be careful, Hugo, okay? And I want to make sure we talk even though we’re going to be apart.


She felt something twitch inside him. A small movement. Had he rolled his eyes?
Fine, he said. Bye, then.
***
Hugo felt Brinley slip out of his mind. What was her deal? Did she really need to check up on him every second? She had been pretending to be just saying good-bye, of course, but he knew the truth. She was being nosy.
He winced, listening to his own thoughts. What was wrong with him? Brinley was probably just worried. She cared about him. He squirmed. For some reason that made him feel uncomfortable. Uncomfortable and angry. He’d been feeling this way since the mirror…But he couldn’t just tell her that, could he?
A moment later Hugo’s thoughts were interrupted by a knock on his door.
Who could it be that this hour? It couldn’t be time to leave already.
He opened the door to find Cannon in the hallway. Animus’s apprentice stared down at him questioningly. Cannon had a way of doing that. Even though they were the same height and Hugo was a prince and a mage, Cannon could still look down at him somehow. Hugo had come to think of it as a side effect of Cannon’s subconscious conviction that he was the smartest person in the world.
“Wow,” Hugo said in mock wonder, “you knocked this time.”
Cannon ignored the comment. “Are you ready to go?”
“Uh,” Hugo said, looking down at himself stupidly. He was still in his pajamas.
“If I may offer a suggestion,” Cannon said, eyeing Hugo’s silky bedclothes. “Pants are a handy item to bring on trips like this. You could start there…” His face twitched in a small grin. “Would you like me to help you, Your Highness?”
Hugo’s jaw tightened. “No thanks,” he said. “I’ll be out in a minute.” With that, he shut the door in Cannon’s face.
Several minutes later, Hugo lifted the steel plate on the floor of the chicken coop and climbed out. They wanted to leave quickly and quietly, so they had taken Hugo’s favorite secret passage out of the castle. Several chickens clucked indignantly as Cannon followed him out.
“How ingenious,” Cannon remarked, lifting the hem of his robe to avoid the mess. “You seem to have picked the only way out of the castle that is riddled with poo.”
Hugo bit back a retort as they stepped into the open air. They were at the edge of the castle grounds now; Animus would be close. Sure enough, as they made their way toward the entrance to the city, Animus materialized out of thin air and fell into stride beside them. Hugo relaxed in the presence of the ancient mage, surprised at how tense he had been before. Animus, the Mage of Wind, was the sort of person that made you feel as if everything would work out right. He was the most knowledgeable and powerful of the mages, and by his own declaration actually older than dirt.
“So,” Hugo asked to break the ice, “which stuffy old library are we off to first, eh? The Magisterium? Calderon?” The Magisterium was the pillar of the scholarly world in Aberdeen and had the biggest, oldest library around. Calderon was next in line after that, if you didn’t count Caraway Castle itself.
“Neither,” Animus said, winking from beneath bushy white eyebrows.
Hugo blinked. “I thought we were looking for clues about the mages.”
Animus turned a sharp eye on Cannon. “Have you not informed the prince about the new development?”
Cannon looked down sheepishly.
“What new development?” Hugo said. It didn’t surprise him that Cannon hadn’t said anything. He could be a bit of a prat sometimes, especially around Hugo.
“The Magemother has had a vision,” Animus said.
“I assumed she told you,” Cannon muttered to Hugo.
Hugo felt his face flush with embarrassment. She hadn’t. Why hadn’t she? She had just spoken to him! Couldn’t she have filled him in? Now Cannon, of all people, knew more than he did. It was insulting. “So where are we going?” he snapped.
“To Tourilia,” Animus cut in, sensing Hugo’s mood. “She feels there might be clues there about Chantra, and I agree.” He gave Hugo a look that made him feel slightly ashamed of himself.
“Chantra,” Hugo muttered thoughtfully. The Mage of Fire. She had been lost for years, since Hugo was only a small child. What could Brinley have seen that would give her a clue about Chantra’s whereabouts?
“Is it a normal occurrence?” Cannon asked a moment later, clearly thinking along the same lines. “Such visions?”
“Normal?” Animus said airily. “For the Magemother, yes. At least, that is how it has been in times past. From time to time she will receive flashes of insight through dreams and visions, sometimes even direct communication from the gods. Part of her function is to be the connecting link between Aberdeen and the heavens above, though it can’t be quite that simple. I remember our previous Magemother telling me she had rarely seen the gods in person. She claimed that her visions were little more than normal dreams, and difficult to distinguish as such.” He chuckled. “I suppose we should be grateful that we do not have such challenges.”
Hugo grunted. He wasn’t in the mood to feel grateful just now. It felt good to be out of the castle and on the road again, but he wished he knew more about what they were doing. “Why doesn’t Brinley—I mean, the Magemother, just go herself, Animus? I mean, isn’t it her job to look after the mages?”
“She is,” Cannon said, “by sending us.”
Hugo rolled his eyes, then looked down when he saw Animus watching him.
“It is not wise to doubt the Magemother,” Animus said.
Hugo bit his lip, wondering how much Brinley had told him. Maybe she had talked to him this morning. Maybe that’s where Animus was before he joined them. “Uh,” he said, “did Brinley—I mean, sorry, the Magemother—”
“You may call her by her name if you wish, Hugo.”
“Oh. I thought you’d think it was rude,” Hugo said.
“I do,” Animus said pleasantly. “Or rather, I would, if you were not you. You have a very different relationship with her than I do, however. The two of you are…close.”
Hugo felt his face flush. He didn’t know what Animus meant by that, and he wasn’t going to ask. It was true that he liked Brinley, if not lately. But that was the end of it. After all, he was a mage and she was the Magemother. (She was pretty, but she was pretty annoying too.) Besides, she was barely fourteen. That would just be…weird. “We’re just friends,” replied Hugo.
“As you say,” Animus said.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hugo could see Cannon mouthing the word “close” thoughtfully to himself. But Animus was old, and odd. Maybe he meant something else by the word. Hugo asked another question to change the subject. “Are we taking horses?”
“No,” Animus said.
Striding beside Hugo, Cannon stopped short. “Don’t tell me we are going to walk just because His Highness here can’t fly.”
“Goodness!” Animus said. “I hope not.”
Hugo shook his head, perplexed. “Then how are we going to get to Tourilia?”
“So many questions,” Animus said. “Walking is good for the soul. That said, I hope that we can find a faster means of transportation. I intend for you to start learning how to use your powers. If you do not, then it may be difficult for you to survive the next few weeks, and a very long walk besides.”
“We could just take him,” Cannon said. “I can carry him, if I have to. Please don’t make us walk, Animus.”
Animus waved a hand. “This is not about you, Cannon. The time has come for Hugo to learn. I still remember the day when you couldn’t even make a leaf rustle in the wind.”
Hugo grinned, but it disappeared quickly as he realized how ignorant he still was. Animus could disappear into the wind and whisk away at a hundred miles an hour to anywhere at all. He had seen him do it. Cannon wasn’t nearly as powerful as his master, but he could certainly get around fast enough. But he had no idea what Animus meant about him learning to travel quickly. “What do you mean?” he asked. “I can’t disappear into the wind or anything…”
“Hugo,” Animus said, “you are the Mage of Light and Darkness. How fast does light travel, do you suppose?”
Hugo shut his mouth. He hadn’t thought about it like that before. “But light doesn’t move,” he protested a moment later. “It’s just there. Isn’t it?”
“Oh, no,” Animus said, shaking his head. “I think you will find that light travels like any other substance, only much faster, and much more directly. Lux could slip into the light itself and be on the other side of the kingdom in a few seconds.”
Hugo felt his stomach tighten. His discomfort must have shown on his face, for Animus said, “You don’t like to talk about your predecessor.”
Hugo shrugged. Generally, he tried to avoid even thinking about the previous Mage of Light and Darkness. Like the rest of Hugo’s predecessors, Lux had failed in his role and become consumed by the darkness. On top of that, Lux had nearly killed Hugo once. That is who he would become, Hugo knew, if he wasn’t careful.
“No,” Hugo said finally. “I don’t like talking about him.”
“Hey,” Cannon said, stopping sharply and poking him in the back of the head, “get over it. Just because he messed up doesn’t mean that you will.”
Hugo felt his face burn.
“Cannon,” Animus said sharply.
Cannon dropped his hand and fell silent, but he didn’t apologize.
“As you will learn,” Animus said heavily, “my apprentice is brilliant, and almost always right, but tact frequently escapes him.”
Cannon nodded thoughtfully.
“However,” Animus went on, “we will need to speak of Lux Tennebris if you are to learn. The Magemother and I have discussed this at length, and we agree that as you have no master to teach you, your best chance at learning to be a mage is through my memories of your predecessor.” He rapped a knuckle against his temple as he spoke.
“Fine,” Hugo said. “How do we start? Do you want me to try to pretend that I’m made of light or something?” He looked to the east, imagining what the sun would look like shining over the distant landscape. They had just arrived at the edge of the city, and the lake stretched off to their right.
“Nothing as silly as that,” Animus assured him. The mage straightened his belt in a self-conscious way. Perhaps, Hugo thought, he was as nervous about instructing Hugo as Hugo was about learning.
“Although this is not my area of expertise,” Animus went on, “I had several detailed conversations with Lux on the subject. You might well remember that the Mage of Light and Darkness who preceded him was also corrupt. As such, Lux, like you, was left on his own to discover how to use his powers. Naturally, I was already old by the time he began this journey.”
“I hadn’t thought about it like that,” Hugo said honestly. He kicked a stray rock into the lake and it sank beneath the surface with a loud burp. He was imagining a young Lux, as uncertain and ignorant as himself probably just as determined not to fail, just as afraid of his new calling. That didn’t bode well.
“At any rate,” Animus said, “the key to communing with the light, as I understand it, does not lie in thought or imagination, but in the senses themselves. Seeing and hearing in particular.”
“Seeing and hearing?” Hugo echoed.
“Yes. You already see the light, obviously—though I doubt you see now the way that you will when you have come into your power—so we will start with hearing. Listening to something you are accustomed to merely seeing will force your mind to consider it anew. Your assignment for the remainder of the morning, then, is to listen to the light. Can you hear the moonlight? When the moon fades in a few hours and the sun climbs over the eastern hills, will you hear the change? What will it sound like? How does the noon sun differ from the midnight moon? I will require answers to these questions at dinner. Until then, there will be no talking. Only listening.” Animus squinted up at the sky, taking in the wind and clouds with a practiced eye. “Best get to it right away. I think we’ll be sorry if we’re still walking the day after tomorrow…”
Right, listening. Sounds simple enough, Hugo thought, closing his eyes for a few steps as he followed Animus around the northern edge of the lake. He could hear the water moving gently, brushed along the surface by the early morning air. He could hear Cannon’s footsteps, and his own. He could hear a bird in the distance.
Listen to the moon. Right…
That wasn’t silly at all.



Chapter Three
In which there is treasure
Before the sun had finished rising, Brinley and Tabitha were on their way out of the castle.
“Don’t you think you’ll be hot in that big coat?” Brinley asked Tabitha, who was wearing a weathered leather coat over her dress. It was much too big for her, and along with her worn boots and bright socks, made her look like a street person.
“Oh, no,” Tabitha said. “I couldn’t leave my coat behind. Belsie gave it to me. Besides, I need the pockets.” She opened it to reveal a plethora of pockets. There were over a dozen of them, and all in odd shapes and sizes. “I have anything we might need in here, you know,” Tabitha said.
Brinley hid a grin and glanced at the sun. “I had hoped to leave sooner,” she mumbled. People were already milling about in town and it was almost certain that someone would notice the Magemother leaving. Word was sure to get around. That wasn’t exactly bad, but she liked being quiet about these things.
“But we still have time for me to say good-bye to someone, don’t we?” Tabitha asked.
“What? No, I don’t think so. I told you to say your good-byes yesterday, remember?” But Tabitha wasn’t listening. She was skipping now, leaving the main road and heading toward the town square. Perfect. Just when she wanted to lay low, Tabitha was skipping through the center of town. This time of day it was sure to be packed with carts and horses and sellers breaking out their wares.
“Just one person,” Tabitha called back in a singsong voice. “I just need to say good-bye to one person.”
Brinley had learned that by the time Tabitha started singing her words, it was too late to change her mind. Tabitha had her own little world that she often disappeared into, and when she was in there, she was difficult to reason with. Brinley tugged the hood of her green traveling cloak down over her face and jogged to catch up. “Who are we going to see?”
Tabitha giggled. “Maggie. Mad Maggie.”
“Mad Maggie?” Brinley asked.
“You’ll see,” Tabitha sang back, entering the square. “You’ll like her.”
Several people turned at the sound of her voice. Some smiled. Others rolled their eyes.
“This way,” Tabitha called back, leading Brinley to a fountain on one edge of the square.
Next to the fountain, in a corner of the square, there was a small lean-to shelter stuffed under the low-hanging eaves of a blacksmith’s shop. It looked like the makeshift shelter of a homeless person. Tabitha approached the door, which was nothing more than half a piece of scrap wood, and knocked loudly.
“She lives in there?” Brinley said.
Her question was answered as a wailing voice issued from inside the tiny house. “Go away or I’ll bite your face off!”
“She’s a bit crazy,” Tabitha said matter-of-factly. “That’s why we call her Mad Maggie, but she’s wonderful.” She turned back to the door and knocked again. “It’s me!” she sang.
The door sprang open and the most ridiculous-looking woman that Brinley had ever seen stepped out. She was wearing several dresses, at least three, one on top of the other, along with long colorful socks and some tattered knitted mittens, which looked oddly dull against the rest. Brinley guessed that she was bald, but it was hard to be sure; she didn’t seem old enough to be bald, and she was wearing what looked like a handmade cap of yellow fabric onto which she had sewn a generous amount of curly doll hair. Beneath her startling exterior were a pair of kind, smiling eyes. She seemed happy to see Tabitha.
“Hello, Apprentice Tabitha,” the woman said formally. “Would you and your friend like to come in?”
Brinley glanced at the inside of the hut. It was just big enough to hold a large bucket, turned on its end, and a small, round pad of blankets. No doubt that was the woman’s bed, and the bucket was her chair. What would it be like to live in such a place?
“No, thank you,” Tabitha said. “But I would like to introduce my friend. This is Brinley.”
Maggie waved her hand. “You know I don’t speak with anybody but mages and kings, Tabitha,” she said, waving her hand loftily. “Ordinary people are boring.”
“Brinley isn’t ordinary,” Tabitha said. “She’s the Magemother.”
Grudgingly, Maggie turned her attention to Brinley. “Ooh, I see,” she said. “Yes, you are quite right. Clearly the Magemother. I suppose I can talk with her. How do you do, Magemother Brinley?”
“Well, thank you,” Brinley said with a curtsy. She eyed the drafty door of the hut. “Do you live here year-round?” Brinley was thinking of how cold it must be in the winter. Even now, it must be freezing at night.
Maggie’s face fell slightly, but she propped it up with a smile a moment later. “Oh, yes, dear,” she said proudly. “Built it myself, I did, and you won’t find a finer home in all the city.”
“I’m sure I wouldn’t,” Brinley said. She bit her lip, thinking of everything she had to do and wishing that there was more time to help the woman. “I’m afraid we don’t have too much time to get to know one another today, as we are on our way out of town, but perhaps we can have you over for dinner at the castle in the future?”
“Ooh, yes. Food! That would be lovely. And indoors, no less.” She turned back to Tabitha. “Can you imagine?”
Before Tabitha could answer, Maggie was speaking again. “You have time for a game of war hands before you go, of course.” She spun on her heel and retrieved the bucket from within her hut. She then proceeded to place it on the ground in front of her door, sat down on it, and smoothed out several layers of dresses until they were flat again.
“I’m ready,” she said when she had finished, and she held out her fist. “Oh.” She plucked the sooty mitten off her hand. “Now I’m ready.”
Brinley gasped loudly, but covered it by pretending to cough. When Maggie had taken her mitten off, she had revealed a horribly disfigured hand. Three fingers were gray and bloated from repeated frostbite. Brinley felt her gut twist as she looked at Maggie’s hands.


Nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a decent roof over her head, she thought bitterly.
Tabitha seemed not to notice. Without missing a beat, she sat down cross-legged across from Maggie. “Best out of three?” she asked.
Maggie nodded.
“Oh no,” Brinley said with a groan. “You’ve finally found someone who will play with you.”
Tabitha gave her a scathing look. “Of course I did,” she said. “It’s a fine game. You taught it to me, after all.”
It was true. It had happened one night when the two of them had stayed up late, talking into the early hours of the morning. Tabitha had told her all about growing up in the Magisterium, and Brinley had told her about living in Colorado and four-wheelers and how she had once tried to teach frogs how to do gymnastics.
It was an innocent thing, she had thought, a simple game of Rock-paper-scissors like she used to play with her dad, but for Tabitha it had become an addiction. She kept Brinley up for an hour the following night, and after that Brinley had absolutely refused to play with her again. Since then, Tabitha had been teaching anyone who would listen. Hugo had been her first victim. He lasted two hours before declaring that he would never play with her again. Several of the castle staff had likewise fallen victim to her trap before word had spread. Now most people knew to say no when the question was asked.
“Maggie likes to play,” Tabitha said. “Don’t you, Maggie?”
“Ooh, yes,” the woman said enthusiastically. “Love it, love it, love it! Only best of three?”
Tabitha sighed, holding up her own hand. “It’s all we have time for.” She held a hand up to her mouth and whispered. “She won’t let me stay any longer than that, and we have important things to do.”
Maggie gave Brinley a suspicious look.
“Begin,” Tabitha said. “Rock, paper, scissors! Paper covers rock. Again. Rock, paper, scissors! Ha! Scissors cuts paper!” She snipped Maggie’s hand with her fingers and the woman drew them back in haste, inspecting them with a worried look on her face.
“Just a game, remember?” Tabitha said.
“Yes, of course,” Maggie said, holding her hand out again.
They played three more rounds before Brinley finally convinced Tabitha that their original “best of three” were long over.
“But she’s winning!” Tabitha objected frantically.
“We have to be going now, Maggie,” Brinley told the older woman. “But I think I would like to come and visit you again, if that’s all right.”
Maggie sighed. Then her face brightened and she leapt from her bucket. “Gifts before you go!”
Brinley gave Tabitha a questioning look while Maggie rummaged in her shack, but the other girl just shrugged.
Maggie emerged with a metal box and presented it to them as if it were the most precious thing in the world. It was made of tin and shaped like an octagon, like one of those fancy tins full of Christmas cookies that she had seen back home. This one was bright red with bluebirds and daisies painted on the top. She turned her head from side to side as if she were checking whether it was safe to reveal her wares, then popped the lid open. “For your journey,” she said.
The tin was full of odd baubles and pins, bits of string, a handful of marbles, strangely shaped swatches of fabric, and bits of shiny paper folded into animal shapes. There was a thimble, a mismatched set of dice, sparkling river rocks, bent strands of wire, a rough-looking egg-sized reddish stone, and a day-old apple core. There were a few old metallic objects whose function Brinley was not familiar with. Nothing that looked like it would be valuable to anyone other than Maggie.
“You can have anything your heart desires,” Maggie said, “if you have something to give.”
Tabitha immediately plucked a button off her dress and deposited it in the tin. “What do you recommend?” she asked, pinching her chin thoughtfully.
“This one,” Maggie said, extracting a very old-looking bead of wood and brass. “It will protect you from harm.”
“Thank you, Maggie,” Tabitha said, then stepped aside and pushed Brinley forward.
“Oh, no, I’m okay,” Brinley said, thinking that she didn’t want to lose any of her buttons on the first day of the journey.
Tabitha flicked her on the back of the neck.
“Ouch. Okay, okay.” She perused the tin and selected a thick wooden button. If nothing else, she thought, it might come in handy if something needed to be repaired on the road.
“Hmm,” Maggie murmured, pursing her lips.
“What?” Brinley said.
“Nothing. A fine choice. Very lucky button. Just not what I would have picked for you.”
Wondering how a button could be lucky, Brinley started to put it back.
“Oh, no,” Maggie said, pulling the tin away. “Choices are final. Now, what will you give me?”
Brinley put the button in her pocket and opened her traveling cloak. There was a golden thread that had come loose from the hem. She had noticed it when she was getting dressed. She wrapped the loose bit around her finger and broke it off, offering it to Maggie. “Is this okay? It’s real gold, I think.”
“Ooh, lovely!” Maggie said, placing it carefully in the tin. She stared at her treasure for a while, lost in thought, and then snapped the lid shut so suddenly that Brinley jumped. “Got to go. Water’s on.”
She put the tin back inside the hut and brushed past them to the door of the blacksmith’s shop.
“She works for him,” Tabitha explained.
Curious, Brinley stuck her head into the blacksmith’s shop. There she was, on the other side of the room, sitting at a water-powered grinding wheel. She was shaping what appeared to be the cross guard for a sword.
“Can I help you?” a deep voice said.
“Oh,” Brinley said, surprised. “No, thank you. Just saying good-bye to Maggie. She left in a hurry, that’s all. Bye, Maggie!” she called, then ducked back outside.
The smith followed her out. “She spoke to you?” he asked, sounding surprised. Then he recognized her. “Oh, Magemother. Of course, I suppose she would speak to you, then.” A look of apprehension crossed his face. “I try to take as good a care of her as I can, mind.”
Brinley wondered if he thought she had come to rescue the woman. He was starting to sweat nervously now. The Magemother was supposed to do that sort of thing, she knew, rescue common people who needed it, right the wrongs of society.
“Honest,” he went on. “I give her work to do and food to eat when she wants it. She won’t take any money, and she won’t take a room neither. Prefers her shanty.”
“I believe you,” Brinley said, glancing over at the shack. “It’s a pity, though. I can’t imagine that she is too comfortable in there.”
The man took off his cap and wrung it between his hands. “Doesn’t make a bit of sense to me. Very proud, that one. Won’t accept any help from me beyond her employment.”
“She told me that she likes having her own home,” Tabitha said. “I expect that’s just the best she can make.”
The smith nodded slowly. “I suppose.” He shook his head. “Any rate, good day to you, Magemother. Call on old Jaship if you’re ever in need of a smith.”
Brinley nodded.
“That was weird,” Tabitha said as they walked back through the square. Brinley was leading them through the fastest route out of town.
“What, Maggie?”
“No,” Tabitha said, “the smith. He was afraid you were going to call down fire on him or something.”
“Or something,” Brinley agreed. “The Magemother is supposed to be a guardian of the people,” she explained.
“So?”
“Well,” Brinley said as they approached the outer gate, “I have heard that the Magemother will sometimes intervene to help the common people when they get themselves into trouble. Sick, falsely imprisoned, being treated badly, things like that…Tabitha, do you think that Maggie would accept any help from me?”
“I bet she would,” Tabitha said. “She has a soft spot for people she thinks are important, and she liked you.” Just then Tabitha’s coat made a strange squelching sound and Brinley glanced at it. “Tabitha, what was that?”
“Nothing,” Tabitha said lightly. “So how is the Magemother supposed to know who needs help in the first place?”
Brinley rolled her eyes. “That’s the hard part,” she said. “Most people think the Magemother knows everything. Some actually think that she sees everything that happens. Everywhere.”
Tabitha laughed. “That’s silly.” She stopped walking abruptly. “You don’t, do you?”
“Of course not,” Brinley said, pulling her towards the gate. “The only time anything remotely like that has happened was when I took the power back from the mages.” She shivered, remembering. That had been the hardest moment of her life. In order to destroy the previous Mage of Light and Darkness, who had become corrupted by evil, she took back the power from all of the mages at once, which meant that for a short time she held all of it herself. “But that was just temporary,” she went on. “After I gave the mages their power back I couldn’t feel the air anymore, or the stones, or the animals. I’m more like a common person now than a mage.”
Tabitha patted her on the back. “Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll figure it out eventually.” She looked troubled at some thought. “We both will. I have so much to learn.”
It was true, Tabitha was apprenticed to Belterras, the Mage of Earth, as well as being the Magemother’s Herald, or protector. She had her own mountain of responsibility now, but she seemed to be taking to it better than Brinley was. Indeed, Brinley thought, if she could learn how to be the Magemother half as fast as Tabitha was learning how to be a mage, everything might turn out all right.
At the gate of the city, Brinley and Tabitha paused. Somebody was waiting for them.
“Archibald!” Tabitha said delightedly. “How wonderful! Have you come to see us off?”
Archibald stood with one hand on the city gate, leaning casually on his silver-handled cane with the other. He tipped his bowler hat to them and smiled. “Not exactly,” he said. He motioned for them to follow and walked beside them under the gate.
He tapped Brinley on the shoulder with the handle of his cane as they walked, raising one eyebrow high. “A little bird told me about your secret problem,” he said. “I have come to offer my services.”
“What problem?” Brinley asked, confused.
“The matter of your missing father.”
Brinley swung slowly around to face Tabitha, whose eyes had gone wider than she would have thought possible. Tabitha bit her lip, eyes rolling around to look at anything but Brinley.
“It could have been any little bird,” Tabitha squeaked. “Not necessarily me.”
“You are the only little bird I told, apart from Animus,” Brinley said, poking Tabitha in the nose with her finger, which caused Tabitha’s eyes to swing inward in an attempt to follow it.
“I couldn’t help it!” Tabitha said, wincing as she attempted to uncross her eyes. “It just slipped out, and…well, I thought you’d be pleased. Archibald wants to help, and I know how stressed you’ve been because you want to just drop everything and look for your father, but you can’t.”
“But I can,” Archibald added.
Tabitha cupped her hands over her mouth and leaned in tentatively to whisper in Brinley’s ear. “And I know you had another nightmare about him last night. You were talking in your sleep. You have to let Archibald look for him. You just have to!”
“This,” Brinley said, looking back and forth between the two of them, “is a conspiracy…But,” she added to ease the look of panic on Tabitha’s face, “it is a welcome one. I would be glad for your help, Archibald.”
“Excellent,” Archibald said. “Tabitha and I have planned things out already. We have devised a means for me to communicate with you while you’re on the road, and I have my pony waiting, packed and ready to go. All that remains is some direction from you. Where should I begin my search?”
“Oh,” Brinley said, startled. “I don’t know.” She proceeded to tell him the full story of her father’s disappearance as they walked. She told how the gods had allowed him to accompany her back to Aberdeen from Earth, warning that it would be a dangerous trip for him. She told how his hand had slipped out of hers somehow as they crossed the black void that stretched between worlds, and how he had not come out the other side.
He put a hand on her shoulder when she had finished, pulling her into a hug. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I would have started looking earlier if I had known. No one deserves to lose a father, especially you. You’ve just lost your mother…” He looked down. A second later he cleared his throat with a cough. “At any rate, I believe I shall start my journey with a trip to Ninebridge. I have an old acquaintance there that might know something of this place, this in-between place where you think your father is.”
“Really?” Brinley said, surprised that Archibald already had something to go on. “Who is it?”
“Oh,” Archibald said, waving his cane dismissively. “An unsavory character. You wouldn’t know him.”
Brinley nodded. “Do you want us to take you with us? We’re headed to Ninebridge right now.” She patted Tabitha playfully on the back the way she would a horse. “It’s much faster to fly.”
Archibald gulped. “Ah, no, thank you. I much prefer to keep both feet firmly on the ground at all times. The back of my pony is as high as I go.”
Brinley hugged him, filled with a sudden sense of appreciation. Someone was going to look for her father! True, it wouldn’t be her, but it was getting done. She breathed a deep sigh of relief. For the first time in many days she felt her mind resting on the task ahead of her without any guilt in the background. She could focus on finding the mages now. Archibald would take care of things. “Thank you so much,” she breathed, squeezing him once more before she let go. “You don’t know how much this means to me!”
“Think nothing of it,” he said. “It is my privilege.” He nodded to them and smiled. For an instant Brinley thought she saw sorrow in his eyes, or maybe regret, but a moment later he had turned away from them.
“Archibald,” she called.
Archibald turned.
“Ben,” she said. “My father’s name is Ben.”



Chapter Four
In which a witch gets ants in her pants
Cassis paced back and forth across the peak of the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire, waiting for the Magemother to arrive. The city of Ninebridge was the magical marvel of Aberdeen. It got its name from the nine magical bridges that stood in a circle around the city. Each one rose high into the air and disappeared, and if a person walked past the midpoint they would be transported to the other half of the bridge, located a great distance away. Seven bridges connected seven distant cities in this manner. One bridge was broken and led to nowhere, while the bridge which Cassis stood upon led hundreds of miles to the north, to the most unwholesome place in the land. The Ire was far away, technically, but it felt strangely close when he was standing on the bridge. He stretched his neck restlessly. It wasn’t a feeling that he enjoyed.
A horn sounded at the foot of the bridge. He looked down to the soldiers far below him and saw that several of them were facing south, hands shielding their eyes from the morning sun. A giant black swan was descending from the clouds, headed right for the bridge. The bird alighted on the stone railing of the bridge beside the mage and Brinley jumped down from her back.
“Hello, Cassis,” she said warmly. “Let’s get this over with.” There would be no small talk today. She didn’t have time for it, and Cassis wasn’t the talkative type anyhow. The Mage of Metal was not unlike metal himself: hard, simple, and to the point.
He nodded, then led her to the gray curtain of mist which stretched from the floor of the bridge into the sky above. The side of the bridge that lay beyond the mist was not visible from here, or from the ground.
“This is the protection that your mother ordered the mages to place on the bridge,” he said, approaching the mist. He was pointing at a line of gold bricks laid out across the center of the bridge before them. They were arranged such that if you wanted to walk through the mist, you would have to step over the line. “It is a warding line,” Cassis said, folding his hands into the sleeves of his robes. “It was made long ago, by the mages of old. It was long before my time. Animus himself was not yet apprenticed. Its magic seems to hinge upon a keyword entrusted only to her. Without the keyword it cannot be removed or altered in any way.”
“So my mother is the only one who knows about this now?”
The mage’s brow furrowed. “There are rumors that the mages were helped by a wizard named Maazan Dow. He was exceptionally talented when it came to the bridges, and I do not doubt that the rumor is true, but he is of no use to us now. He is locked in the Ire himself, and most likely long dead.”
Brinley nodded sullenly. “Okay. So is the line broken? How are the creatures getting across?”
Cassis shook his head. “It appears to be in good working order—except for the fact that Shael’s servants continue to cross it, of course. It has long been a mystery as to how they have done so.” He straightened his shoulders. “Now, I believe I have the answer.”
Brinley raised an eyebrow.
“First I shall explain how it works.” Cassis took something from inside his robes, a gold talisman the size of a flattened tangerine. “This medallion is one of a pair. They alone allow a person to cross the warding line.” He stepped gingerly across the line to demonstrate, being careful not to step through the actual mist, then returned.
“And without it?” she asked.
“See for yourself.”
She regarded the gold bricks hesitantly, judging the distance between them and the mist on the other side. The last thing she wanted to do was stumble accidentally through the mist and end up hundreds of miles away in the Wizard’s Ire. She stepped over, and thought for a moment that she would be able to cross it, but as soon as her foot touched the ground on the other side, an invisible vice clamped down in the center of her thigh, causing her to cry out. Her shout was covered up by the deafening sound of a siren. It seemed to be coming from the bridge itself, and she knew that it was a part of the magic.
A troop of soldiers came sprinting up the bridge, swords drawn. Cassis reached out and touched her with the medallion. The thing holding her leg let her go, and to everyone’s relief, the siren stopped.
Brinley had expected the soldiers to be alarmed, but instead they wore expressions of mild annoyance. The foremost one, a strong-looking man, spoke to Cassis in an accusing tone.
“Were you playing with the line again, my lord?”
“Not I,” the mage said, pointing at Brinley. “The Magemother did it. You can lecture her, if you wish.”
The officer coughed nervously. “Of course not,” he said, shuffling his feet. “Just give us some warning of your intentions next time.”
“Of course,” Brinley said, feeling her cheeks go red.
As soon as the soldiers had turned their backs, Brinley rounded on Cassis. He held up his hands to stop her and said, “Now you know.”
Brinley nodded, watching the soldiers march back down the bridge. “It is well guarded.”
“Extremely well guarded,” Cassis agreed. “Captain Mark commands an entire battalion of soldiers stationed at the foot of the bridge to deal with the creatures that have been crossing it every morning.”
“I imagine so,” Brinley said.
“You said the medallion was one of a pair,” Tabitha cut in, addressing Cassis. “Where is the other one?”
“In the king’s possession,” Cassis said.
“And there is no other way to cross the line?” Brinley said.
“Not without the keyword,” Cassis said.
“Which is known only to my mother.”
“Perhaps,” Cassis said. “There was the wizard who helped her with the spell. He might have known the keyword, or some other secret, which would allow him to replicate the medallions.”
“But have you found medallions in the possession of the creatures that have crossed the bridge?” Brinley said.
“No,” Cassis said. “There have been five crossings now, in five days. An ogre, an anthropoboar, a troll, a great-horned bear, and a Minotaur. It was the Minotaur yesterday that gave me the clue that I needed. He was the first beast that wore clothing, and in the pocket of his breeches, I found this.” He pulled a small cloth bag from his own pocket and opened it to reveal a handful of fine gold dust.
Brinley looked at it doubtfully, unsure how this cleared up the mystery. “And you think this dust,” she began, gesturing for him to elaborate.
“Works like our medallions,” he said.
“It doesn’t look like a medallion,” Tabitha mumbled, leaning in to sniff at the dust.
Cassis closed the bag. “No, indeed,” he said. “Nor does it have the power to get through the mist any longer.” He tossed the dust at the veil of mist and it hit the gray curtain with a little puff and fell to the ground. “But I think it did once,” he went on. “We have found this dust in the possession of every creature that has come over this bridge from the Ire. It seems likely to me that it is the dust that allows them to get across, as it seems to have no other function. It may be that it only works for Shael’s servants, or perhaps it only works the one time.”
“So,” Brinley said, “Shael has his own keys now.”
“I think so,” Cassis agreed. “Keys that are strong enough to take the bearer at least once across. This could also explain how Animus was able to cross the line when he followed the Idris. The creature could have planted some of this dust on him, or he may have touched the Idris and got some on himself, which allowed him to cross over.”
Brinley nodded. “You have done well, Cassis. Will you share your findings with the king? I think he sent me here to see if I could remember whatever power the Magemother has over the bridge, but the keyword is not magically occurring to me. I expect we will have to wait for my mother to pass it down to me. Until then, this should help to ease his mind.”
Cassis nodded. “As we suspected, but the king has to be satisfied, eh?” He grinned at her and she smiled back, glad that he understood.
Brinley was suddenly serious. “Cassis,” she said, “what about the other matter we discussed?”
Cassis looked confused for a moment, then smiled. “Of course,” he said, and withdrew something from the pockets of his robes with a flourish. “Your—what do you call it?—pensill?”
“Pencil,” Brinley said, grinning. She took the thin metal rod from his hand almost reverently. Art had been her passion back home, and she dearly missed drawing. There was nothing in Aberdeen but quills and ink and some terrible colored wax sticks worse than crayons. In what she considered a stroke of genius, however, she had described pencils to Cassis and set him to work on it.
“I think you’ll find it meets all of your specifications,” Cassis said. “Though I found it quite impossible to sheath the writing medium in wood as you described. I daresay we will need Lignumis for such a thing. However, I did come up with an alternative.”
“It’s brilliant!” Brinley beamed. She twisted one end of the metal tube and the lead eased out of the other. “They have these where I’m from,” she said. “They’re called mechanical pencils.”
Cassis’s face fell slightly. “Ah,” he said. “And here I was thinking I had done something unique.”
“Oh, no,” Brinley spluttered. “But it’s wonderful, Cassis. Simply wonderful!” She slipped the notebook from her bag and tried it out. “The lead is a bit hard, though.”
Cassis cleared his throat. “Actually, it is not lead at all,” he grumbled. “It’s a simple planar carbon construction infused with clay for hardness…less clay would make it softer, I suppose, though I daresay it would change the shade.”
“Exactly,” Brinley said, beaming at him. She went up on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, Cassis. It really is wonderful.”
Cassis’s stern face went slightly pink, and he grumbled something unintelligible. Then he folded his arms. “Very well, Magemother,” he said, his smile returning. “It shouldn’t be hard to make you a veritable array of these…pencils.” He glanced up at the sun. “It is nearing midday. We had best be off the bridge when the attack comes.”
“I will leave you to it, then,” Brinley said, and Cassis gave her a polite bow.
As soon as they were airborne again, Brinley relaxed. She was looking forward to seeing Habis, and to getting some of her questions answered. She was determined to give the woman a hard time for missing the meeting. No doubt she simply couldn’t bring herself to visit with King Remy. She was a witch, after all, and had spent most of her life fighting against the Paradise kings.
Brinley examined her new pencil again, then wound her hair into a sloppy bun and stuck the pencil through it. She gave a relaxed sigh, feeling more like herself than she had in weeks.
They soared together across the city toward the seventh bridge, which would transport them to the city of Cemlin in Aquilar, which was near the forest of Kokum, where Habis lived. As they neared the bridge, Brinley heard a faint whining sound.
The siren again.
“I hope everything is okay,” Brinley said, wondering if they should go back to investigate.
“Do you want to turn around?” Tabitha asked.
Brinley shook her head. “No. I’m sure they will be fine. None of the monsters seem to have been any trouble for them yet. Anyway, we’ve waited long enough to see Habis. She had better be home.”
***
When they found her, Habis was in her garden shelling peas. Brinley almost did not recognize her at first. The first time Brinley had seen her, Habis had been wearing an eerie cloak of thin, flesh-colored skin. Now a close-fitting set of gray cotton clothes gave her a clean, monk-like appearance.
Tabitha landed on a large stump in the middle of the garden and Brinley dismounted. Tabitha didn’t bother changing back into herself. Instead she started munching on some nearby greenery in the garden.
“Get out of my cabbage, you blasted bird!” Habis shouted. “What kind of swan eats cabbage?”
With a small pop the swan was gone and Tabitha was there, her hands firmly planted on her hips. “I’ll have you know,” she said indignantly, “that swans eat all kinds of greenery, and though we do prefer spinach, we go for cabbage when we have to.” Tabitha blinked, surprised at her own vehemence, and then turned to pick at another cabbage leaf.
“I know that,” Habis said. “I just wanted to see if it was you. Tabitha, they call you, yes? I heard that Brinley picked a young shape-shifter as her herald. Stupid choice, I thought.” She was circling Tabitha now, eyeing her critically from head to toe while Tabitha fidgeted nervously under her gaze.
“Leave my herald alone, Habis,” Brinley said, and the witch turned to her as if she had just noticed Brinley was there.
“My goodness, if it isn’t the Magemother herself! Come to lecture me for missing my meeting with the king, no doubt. Or perhaps she has come to strike another bargain. Well, I won’t have it. Nope. Not again.”
Brinley smiled. She had once crept into Habis’s evil sister’s lair and stolen a ring in exchange for some help. She held up her hands in surrender. “No deals,” she said. “Though it looks like the last one worked out quite well for you.”
Habis glanced around at her garden. The beautiful plants had grown up remarkably fast. They had not been there weeks before, when Brinley had first met the witch. Indeed, the exterior of Habis’s lair was completely changed. There were flowers all around the edge of the garden. There was even a flower pot hanging from a nail in the sheer rock wall where her secret front door was concealed. “Habis,” Brinley said, “I don’t know how secret your secret house is anymore. You might as well hang up a welcome sign.” Brinley was thinking of all the witches who, since Habis had clearly switched sides during the battle at Caraway Castle, would now be eager to see harm come to the woman.
“What?” Habis asked, looking up as she shelled the last of the peas. “Oh, don’t be stupid. I don’t live here anymore. The house is a trap. Take one step inside and you’ll be in a world of hurt.” She smiled deviously. “It seemed a pity to waste this place, so I have been keeping up appearances. I trap a witch a week, on average…” she trailed off regretfully. “Though most of them could hardly be called witches.”
Brinley hid a smile, remembering the rather high opinion that Habis had of herself.
“Would you like to meet one of my prisoners?”
“Prisoners?” Brinley said.
“Dung!” Habis shouted at the top of her voice. “Get over here, Dung, the Magemother’s here with her bird!”
At her shout, a very odd-looking young man came striding around the corner of the rock wall, carrying a bucket in each arm. He was remarkably lanky, as if Habis had somehow plucked a human string bean right out of her garden. He had a face like a mean fish, but beyond that he looked nice enough.
“Wheresa bird?” he asked, looking from Brinley to Tabitha to Habis. “Wheresa bird?”
“Here,” Tabitha said brightly, becoming the swan again.
“Ooh, pretty,” Dung said, reaching out to pet her long black tail feathers. “For dinner?” he asked eagerly.
“Absolutely not,” Tabitha said, returning to her normal form.
Dung jumped back in surprise and glared at Tabitha for a long moment. “Abtholutely not,” he said slowly, as if he had come to the conclusion on his own. He turned and began to empty the buckets into the garden. “Pretty bird,” he muttered to himself. “Abtholutely don’t eat it.”
Habis chuckled. “He used to serve that rotten sister of mine. She came looking for me,” she said, winking conspiratorially. “Unfortunately she had the good sense not to come into the house.” She jabbed a finger at Dung. “She sent him in instead, just to test things out.”
“Looks like he caught the brunt of it,” Tabitha said, still watching the lanky man work.
Habis waved her hand. “He was like that before. I was able to repair the damage done to him by my little trap. Needless to say, he was glad to leave my sister’s employ.”
Brinley gave Habis a skeptical look. “And his name is really Dung?”
“I don’t know,” Habis said. “He couldn’t remember what his name was after my living room hit him, so I started calling him Doug. He can’t pronounce it though…kept getting confused, so I’ve given in to saying it like he does, and he’s much happier now.”
They were interrupted as Dung dropped his buckets and stared up at the tree line behind them. Tabitha laughed at the look on his face, and Brinley almost did the same. He looked not unlike a dog hearing the dinner bell. If he had ears made to perk up, she had no doubt that they would have.
“What is it, Dung?” Habis said, eyes narrowing.
“Baddies comin’ this way.”
“Baddies?” Brinley asked, searching the trees herself now.
“Dung is much like a watchdog,” Habis explained. “Sensing the near future seems to be one of his little gifts—no doubt the reason my sister kept him around for so long.”
“Should we hide?” Tabitha asked, taking a step closer to Brinley.
“No,” Habis said. “His good and bad has been a bit mixed up since his accident. We don’t have to worry unless he tells us friends are coming.”
There was a crash from the tree line and a horse came flying out of it at a full gallop, carrying a soldier.
“Well, he’s in a hurry,” Habis said.
Brinley had never seen a horse move so fast. Horse and rider seemed to blur together as they raced across the field toward them. Both seemed bred for speed. The rider was short and lithe and wore no armor. Apart from the long, narrow, single-handed sword at his side, he carried no other gear.
“Magemother,” the man said, dismounting smoothly before the horse had come to a stop.
“You are going to kill your horse!” Tabitha said, poking him roughly in the chest as she hurried to the animal. Sure enough, the large black horse was dripping with sweat. His breathing was coming in ragged gasps.
The soldier ignored her. “Magemother,” he said, “I have pursued you since you left the bridge this morning. I am sent to you by Captain Mark with urgent news.”
“What happened?” Brinley asked. “We heard the alarm sound as we passed out of Ninebridge, but we assumed it was the normal daily challenge.”
“It was,” the soldier said. “It was an ogre. Nothing we haven’t seen before. But the first ogre was just a distraction.”
“The first ogre?” Habis said.
The soldier nodded. “Just as we engaged the first, a second came hurtling through the mist. It caught us quite by surprise, I am afraid. We have had a breach.”
“It got through?” Brinley asked, glancing back at the direction the soldier had come, half expecting to see the ogre burst out of the trees.
“Yes,” the soldier said. “And it wasn’t alone. There were two figures on its back. One of them was the March witch. Several of us recognized her from the attack on Caraway Castle.
“And the other?” Habis demanded.
“A man, or a boy, we couldn’t tell. Wrapped in a black cloak.”
“Did they make it out of the city?” Brinley asked.
The soldier nodded. “They are not more than a half an hour behind me. I caught a glimpse of the ogre in the distance. He looks formidable. He must have been, to make it out of Ninebridge alive. I was sent away as soon as he appeared, so I didn’t see it happen.”
“We haven’t a moment to lose,” Habis said. “I take it you were on the bridge before they came out, Brinley?”
“Yes,” Brinley said, thinking of how close it must have been. “Moments before.”
“Then we must assume you are the target.”
They will probably not be fooled,” she added to the soldier, “but it would be good if you get back on your horse and keep riding.”
The soldier nodded his agreement. “Best case, they will follow me and we will be able to outpace them.”
“Yes,” Habis said, “though not likely.”
“At least let him have some water before you go,” Tabitha said, picking up one of Dung’s half-empty buckets from the ground.
The soldier paused at the look on Tabitha’s face. “Very well, but be quick.”
The horse took three deep gulps, after which Tabitha tipped his head sideways and poured the remaining water under his lip.
“Where did you learn that?” the soldier asked, surprised. “I misjudged you.”
“I know about horses,” Tabitha said simply, “and a great many other things.”
The soldier mounted his horse again. “Then you should know that a Gan-Garan stallion like this can run at a full gallop for nine hours straight, though he’ll be wasted the rest of the week.”
“There are no other Gan-Garans like this one, I think,” Tabitha said shrewdly. She patted the horse appreciatively and whispered something in its ear. Like a rocket, the horse bolted away, causing the soldier to shout in surprise.
“What did you say to him?” Brinley asked, impressed. She was constantly amazed at Tabitha’s ability with animals.
“I told him that an ogre was after him,” Tabitha said darkly.
“Well, don’t just stand there waiting to get eaten,” Habis said, shoving them in the back. “Get inside.”
“Inside what?” Brinley asked, looking around.
“My house!” Habis said. The witch had dropped to her hands and knees and was crawling straight at a large boulder. “Just pretend it’s a hole,” she said and disappeared into it.
Brinley closed her eyes and crawled after Habis, doing her best to pretend that the large, very solid-looking boulder before her was a hole. Sure enough, the impact never came. She kept crawling for a few strides, just to make sure, then opened her eyes to the most wonderful crystal room. It wasn’t really crystal, she knew. Rather, it was made of some shimmering magical material which allowed them to see exactly what was happening outside. Apart from the strange nature of the walls, the space was quite cozy. There was a perfect little iron stove in the corner with a pot of tea boiling, and several comfortable chairs. Brinley was pleased to see that Habis’s living room was no longer decorated like an apothecary.
“Wow,” Tabitha said, appearing behind Brinley. “This is a very nice boulder, Habis.”
“Thank you.” Habis stuck her head back outside the boulder. “Get in here, Dung! What are you doing?”
Brinley, looking for the source of the problem, saw Dung standing in the middle of the garden, holding a pitchfork and trying to look threatening.
“Idiot,” Habis spat. “He’s going to get himself killed this time for sure. He fancies himself as my protector.”
“I’ll get him,” Tabitha said.
“No, wait!” Habis began, but Tabitha was already through the boulder.
As it turned out, Dung needed quite a bit of convincing to come into hiding, and when they were halfway back to the boulder, the ogre burst through the trees.
At first glance, Brinley thought it looked like a mix between a large man and a dinosaur. It had thick, green, scaly skin, a bald head with human features, and legs as thick as tree trunks. Large as it was, it moved with remarkable precision as it crossed the field toward the two figures, now staring at it, motionless. The witch, March, sat upon its shoulders, draped in a deep green robe, but there was no sign of the cloaked figure that the soldier had mentioned. Tabitha glanced at the boulder and then back at the house, clearly wondering whether it was wise to lead her enemies back to her friends.
Brinley wanted to run out and help, despite the fact that she knew she would be of little aid, but Habis had an iron grip on her arm.
“Come on, girl,” Habis whispered, watching Tabitha. “Go into the house.” Then she said to Brinley, “If that empty-headed herald of yours doesn’t head for the house I’m going to have to go out there.”
Luckily, out in the field, Tabitha was thinking the same thing. “Let’s go!” she cried when the ogre was halfway to them. “This way!”
Dung followed her to the edge of the garden, but when she opened the front door to the trap house and he realized what she was doing, he stopped dead in his tracks.
“Dung no go in there. No more!” Dung said, shaking his head. The ogre was only feet away now. Tabitha reached out and pulled him forcefully inside, slamming the door shut behind them. She looked around, careful not to take more than one step into the room. She did risk a step to the side, hoping that if the ogre barreled through, it wouldn’t knock her forward into whatever trap awaited.
To her surprise, the ogre did not immediately follow them. She had expected the door to crash inward and the trap to spring, but there was nothing, only silence. Then she heard breathing, sniffing. He was on the other side of the door, smelling for them. There was a guttural growl as the ogre placed one large hand on the door and pushed inward. The door flexed a few inches, and Tabitha found herself looking right into the ogre’s eyes. His nostrils flared when he saw her, and he let out a bellow.
“Follow them, you beast!” March yelled from outside.
She must have dismounted. He released the door, and a second later hit it so hard that it splintered as he barreled through.
As soon as he was through the door, Tabitha grabbed Dung and pushed him back outside. Better to be out in the open with a witch than inside a trap when it springs. They had only just cleared the threshold when an immense grinding, thrashing sound issued from behind them. Tabitha tumbled to the ground, turning to see the two sides of the house slamming together like the jaws of a mouth. The ogre bellowed.
“Blast! Where is the Magemother?” March asked. Tabitha jumped to her feet, turning to face her.
“Mistress!” Dung shouted, raising his hands and running towards March. “Go away! Go away!”
“Ah,” March said, striding toward him. “My favorite fool. Serving my sister now, I see.” She raised her hand and Dung was blasted from his feet, landing hard and hitting his head against a rock. He was still breathing, but he didn’t get up. March raised her hand to finish the job, then paused as Tabitha shouted at her.
“Stop!”
March turned back. “What do you want, little girl? Are you going to try and stop me?”
“I’m not a little girl,” Tabitha said, fists clenching at her sides. “I’m the Magemother’s Herald.” With a sound like a gunshot, Tabitha’s body exploded into a thousand shimmering pieces. The pieces flashed and fluttered, catching the air. It took a moment for March to realize what they were.
“Butterflies?” she said with a little laugh. “Butterflies?”
The butterflies swarmed the witch, covering her in a cloud of soft, brightly colored wings. A flash of blue light erupted from the center of the cloud and several butterflies vanished. The light flashed again and again. Soon there were only a few butterflies left and Tabitha was forced to change back into herself. She was panting, clutching at her side.
“Impressive,” March said, grinning at her, “but hardly effective.”
“I don’t know about that,” Habis said, causing March to spin around in surprise. While March had been distracted by the butterflies, Habis had come up on her from behind. Before March could defend herself, a bolt of red light from Habis’s hand struck her squarely in the stomach and she buckled over, grunting. Habis picked a little stone out of the stream that ran in front of the boulder she lived in and chucked it at her sister. It grew exponentially in the air so that it was ten feet across by the time it reached March. The witch ducked and rolled to the side to avoid it.
Meanwhile, Tabitha had become distracted by the house. The sounds coming from it were now punctuated by a vicious roaring from the ogre. The house seemed to be struggling to digest him. As she watched, one of the ogre’s thick feet came crashing out of the kitchen window. Then it withdrew again. There was a low-pitched pounding noise and the house shook. The ogre was beating it from the inside. A moment later the jaws of the house opened and it gave a deep, sonorous belch.
“It’s going to spit him back out!” Tabitha shouted. But Habis had her hands full with her sister. March was swinging a wicked-looking black sword that she had conjured out of thin air, hacking apart a small army of grass soldiers that Habis had created out of the field upon which they stood.
“Why are you hiding the Magemother from me?” March shouted angrily. “Are you so far gone as to help her over your own blood?”
Habis made no response other than to bend down and lift two more grass soldiers out of the ground with her hands. They saluted her and hurried off to join the fray. “And what is it you want with her, dear sister?” Habis said, bending over to lift another soldier out of the ground, this one a horseman.
March snarled, flicking her wrist in a complicated motion to produce a spear made out of what looked like smoke. She threw it at the approaching horseman and it hit him, evaporating as it touched him. The damage was done, however, and the grass that he was made from began to smoke at the edges, then flame. He stumbled among his peers, catching two of his fellow soldiers on fire before he fell apart. March gave a satisfied smile. “I need her help to open a certain box.”
“You were the only one that ever wanted our father back,” Habis said. “I like him just fine where he is.”
March cut the last grass soldier in half and stepped over the pile of clippings to stand before her sister. Meanwhile, the house gave another loud belch. “You can’t beat me,” she whispered.
Habis shrugged. “Not alone, perhaps,” she said. “Tabitha?”
Tabitha was looking at the boulder where Habis’s real house was hidden. She thought she had seen something there—someone—tapping on the rock. But there was nothing there, and Habis needed her help. Tabitha shrank out of sight. She became an ant. Not a very threatening opponent, perhaps, but it was the only thing that she could think of. The first thing she did was run for the house. If she was lucky, if she knew ants at all, they would be close by, near the foundation. She found them. She could smell the queen. Ants, like bees (and mages), could communicate and coordinate with each other over great distances without speaking. She called to them, every ant under the foundation, and they gathered to her. She kept calling and calling, until every ant within a hundred yards was scurrying to her aid. In under a minute, she had an army.
Above the soil, Habis and March were at it again. The house was positively churning now, struggling to keep the ogre inside.
Then the ants came. They burst from the ground at March’s feet like a fountain, engulfing her. They were a foot thick around her ankles, biting her, swarming under her clothes. She screamed in horror, unsure how to defend herself, and began to dance about, trying to shake them off. Then the house shuddered, its jaws opening wide to release the biggest belch yet, the ogre along with it. It hit the ground not far from where March was dancing, and she ran for it, leaping onto its back.
“Run!” she bellowed.
There were ants rising out of the ground everywhere now, crawling up the ogre’s legs. He stomped around for a moment, trying to crush them, then bolted for the trees. As he fled, one ant detached itself from the horde, falling to the earth. Tabitha popped back into her normal size, brushing her hands together in a satisfied way as she walked back to Habis.
“Very impressive,” the witch said appreciatively. She turned and looked at the boulder. “And the Magemother actually stayed put like I told her to. Even more impressive.”
Tabitha nodded. “She did, didn’t she?”
“Of course, I did tie her up.” Habis grinned. “Just in case.”
***
Less than a mile away, March flung herself over the top of a waterfall and fell twenty feet into the churning plunge pool. Most of the ants released her when she hit the water, and those that did not were forced away as she stood in the waterfall’s stream. When she was free of them, she waded to the bank and pulled her sopping body onto it, glancing up as the Janrax slipped out from behind a tree.
“Having fun?” he said.
She ignored him. “Did it work?”
“Yes,” he said. “I was able to slip by quite unnoticed. I was able to locate the entrance to your sister’s house before your little battle was over, and confirmed that the Magemother is indeed inside.” He fingered one of the carved figures in the handle of his wand, a strange twisted man with the head of a snake. “It should be no trouble at all to sneak in during the night and release the first of my servants.”
March eyed the wand uneasily. “What are they, these haunts of yours?”
“Different things,” he said. “Birds and beasts and men, all of them desperate enough in life to make a terrible bargain.”
“To serve you in death?” she asked, guessing the truth. “But why do you insist on targeting the Magemother when my father’s instructions were for you to bring down the mages themselves?”
The Janrax twisted his wand, running his fingers along the figures. “My servants assault the psyche of their targets. They infiltrate the mind, poison the heart with fear. The Magemother would be sure to notice if all her mages became…troubled, haunted at the same time. She would be sure to investigate. Likely she would liberate them with little trouble. So she must not notice. She must be haunted herself. Only if she takes the haunt herself will it be safe to proceed with the others.
“Takes the haunt?” March asked.
“Like a drug,” the Janrax explained. “She must take it, accept it into herself, and believe the haunt for the effects to be real.”
“How long until we can tell if she has taken the haunt?”
“Days,” he said. “Maybe less.”
March folded her arms, forcing herself to stop shivering. “You will watch her, I suppose?”
He shook his head. “I have no need to watch. I will know if she takes the haunting. I will accompany you in your work, if that is your desire, until the time comes for me to visit the mages.”
“Very well,” she said, wringing out her clothing as best she could. “We will leave in the morning, when your work is finished. We have a message to deliver to the Mage of Light and Darkness.”



Chapter Five
In which Hugo tries to duel a chicken
A day and a half after Hugo had begun listening to the moon, he was still walking in silence, and he was about to explode. He had been unable to answer Animus’s questions at the end of the first day, but the older mage hadn’t seemed surprised. Now Cannon was trying to cheer him up.
“It took me weeks to feel the wind for the first time after I really started trying.”
Hugo cringed. If I don’t have some kind of breakthrough quick, he thought, I am going to go crazy. It was the middle of the day, and it was hot, and they still had at least five more hours of walking. Hugo pulled a map out of his bag and consulted it. By his calculations, it would take another two weeks to get to Tourilia if they continued at this rate. He shoved the map into his bag angrily.
“What has that map done now?” Animus said seriously.
“I don’t know why we didn’t just go through Ninebridge,” Hugo spat. “We could have been there in a couple days, even walking.”
“As usual, the purpose of this particular journey does not depend solely on reaching our destination,” Animus said.
“I figured you would say something like that,” Hugo said.
Animus nodded. “That is because you are very wise. Can you tell me, then, what our other purpose is?”
“Training me, I suppose.” Or torturing me. Hugo cleared his throat. “You picked a route that would take us forever, so that I would feel extra pressure to figure out my powers. You even made up an arbitrary deadline. ‘The day after tomorrow,’ you said. I suppose you thought that the pressure would make my powers slip out somehow.” But it didn’t work.
Animus winked pleasantly. “Very astute. Yes, I have often found that it is easier to succeed myself when the stakes are high. You are, however, incorrect on the last point. Your deadline was not arbitrary.”
“What?” Hugo said. “Why a day and a half, then?”
“Ah,” Animus said seriously, coming to a stop beside Hugo and straightening up. Hugo was surprised again at how tall the mage was. He was head and shoulders above Hugo, a fact that was easy to forget when they were separated by a few feet on the road. Animus was studying the sky again, twisting the end of his beard between his finger and thumb. “Because of the weather.”
“What?”
“There will be terrible weather later today,” Animus said. His eyes settled on a mass of clouds on the northern horizon. “I daresay you will not enjoy this evening at all.”
As if in agreement, a peal of thunder sounded in the distance.
***
Two hours later, Hugo was miserable. He was soaked through, but the rain wasn’t the worst of it. The worst part was the cold. Being the king’s son, he had the very best traveling clothes that money could buy. He had even taken his blanket out of his bedroll and put it around his shoulders under his cloak, but with enough wind and rain, it was impossible to stay warm. He clung to the thought that he was not cold enough to die.
Animus was just as soaked as Hugo, which was more than a bit surprising. No doubt Animus had the power to shield himself from the rain. He could probably make the whole storm blow away. But he didn’t. He was suffering right alongside Hugo. He was probably doing it just to make Hugo feel guilty. Or maybe he wanted Hugo to experience the consequences of his actions but didn’t think it was fair to spare himself the discomfort and leave Hugo to suffer by himself. Either way, they were both miserable.
Cannon, on the other hand, had no such qualms about staying dry. A halo of clear air hung about his shoulders, deflecting every raindrop before it could fall on him. He was even whistling. Whistling! Curse him…What a nincompoop.
Hugo liked him well enough, sometimes. Sometimes they got along just fine. And then there were times like today, when Cannon would annoy him for no reason. He’s probably jealous, something whispered in his mind. That made sense. Cannon was used to being the smartest one around, the star pupil of the Wind Mage and all that. No doubt he felt a bit threatened around Hugo. After all, Hugo was younger than Cannon and he was a full mage already, while Cannon was still an apprentice.
Cannon’s mouth moved then, but Hugo couldn’t hear him over the screaming wind and rain and the occasional cracking of hail against his skull. “What?” Hugo shouted over the din.
“Can—you—hear—the—light—yet?” Cannon was laughing now. Laughing. That pig-headed, arrogant fool. How could someone laugh at a time like this? This is the worst moment of my life, Hugo thought bitterly. He stopped himself. No, there had been worse ones. But this was definitely a low point.
“Cheer up, Hugo!” Cannon shouted, stepping closer so that Hugo could hear him more easily. “Think of the stories.”
“Stories?”
“This will make a great story someday, won’t it? When you’re a crotchety old king with grandchildren to entertain?”
“Maybe,” Hugo said glumly. “But don’t you think this is a bit much to go through just for a story?”
Cannon shook his head. “No way. This is what it’s all about,” he said. “Stories, Hugo…Stories.”
***
During a brief break in the storm, Hugo took his shirt off and wrung it out, shivering in the temporary sunlight.
“Enjoy it while it lasts,” Cannon said, smirking.
“Hey,” Hugo said, hitting Cannon in the shoulder. He hit him firmly, but not so hard that it couldn’t be passed off as playful. “I’ll tell you what I would enjoy.” He stepped off the road and picked up two long, thin branches that had fallen from a tree in the storm. He handed one of them to Cannon. “Practice swordplay with me,” Hugo said, unsheathing his real sword and laying aside his pack.
“No, thank you,” Cannon said, handing the branch back.
Hugo didn’t take it. “What?” he teased. “Chicken?”
Cannon dropped the branch at Hugo’s feet. “I am not chicken,” he said, as if he found the expression distasteful. “I am not poultry of any kind. I simply have no desire to engage in such a pointless exercise.”
“It’s not pointless,” Hugo said. “I have to master the sword if I’m going to be a knight. And I’m going to be a knight. You have to be a knight to be a king. I mean, it’s not actually in the rules, but everyone knows it. A king who can’t use his own sword just looks like an idiot. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for making the future king look like an idiot, would you, Cannon?”
Cannon smiled mischievously. “Here you are, shirtless, in the middle of nowhere, with your sword and your bag lying in the mud, holding a pair of sticks,” he said. “The future king already looks like an idiot. I don’t think my playing stick swords with him will make any difference.”
Hugo cringed. Then he dropped the sticks and put his shirt back on. “Fine,” he said. “But someday, when I’m a ridiculously powerful mage and the High King of Aberdeen, and you’re a crotchety old Wind Mage, you’re not going to be able to say no to me anymore, and then I’m going to kick your butt in a stick fight.”
He had meant it to sound insulting, but Cannon started laughing, and Hugo found himself struggling not to smile.
“Excuse me,” Animus said, walking over to them. “Did someone just call me old and crotchety?”
Hugo and Cannon looked at each other, then they both burst into laughter.
Hugo’s good mood didn’t last long, however.
The rain had started again.
***
That night they camped beneath an old stone bridge. The bridge had been built over an old irrigation ditch, and water from the overflowing land coursed around them, but the little island in the center was dry, and dry spots were hard to come by at a time like this. In truth, it was more than Hugo had dared hope for. The cold wasn’t as bad when you weren’t being rained on.
With the three of them all huddled in together, there was no room to lie down. They could only sit there, back to back, and listen to the rain. Cannon was asleep, of course, though how a person could sleep sitting up was beyond Hugo. He doubted he was going to get five minutes of shut-eye tonight. On top of that, he was ravenously hungry, and there would be no fire, only dried meat from his pack for dinner. He reached in and pulled out a soaked piece of jerky.
Would you like some very wet cheese? Animus’s voice sounded in his head, making him jump. That meat smells quite nice, if you have some to spare.


Sure, he responded, passing over a piece of meat. Animus deposited what looked like a sturdy white booger into his hand. If it had once been cheese, it was not any longer.
I still haven’t gotten used to this mind talking thing that we do. I didn’t even know about it before I was a mage, Hugo said conversationally.
Yes. It can be very useful in times like this.


They ate in silence for a while, and then Animus stirred. Hugo, who had left his mind open to the other mage, noticed a sense of discomfort emanating from him. Sorry, he said automatically.
For what?
Uh, well, I felt you getting uncomfortable. I didn’t know that I could feel your feelings like that. I mean, Brinley feels mine from time to time, or so she tells me, but I didn’t know that the mages could do it with each other.
Ah, yes, Animus said. That can happen. Usually you will find that crotchety old mages like myself will keep their feelings quite guarded.


Hugo didn’t know how to take that. It didn’t seem like a compliment by any means. He decided to say nothing. After a while, Animus stirred again, the same way he had done before. This time Hugo felt nothing from him. He had been shut out.
I have something for you, Animus said slowly. I am not excited to give it to you, but I think you will need it.


Hugo raised his head curiously. What?
See for yourself. Animus passed something over his shoulder and Hugo reached up to take it. It appeared to be a small folding pocket mirror. It was metal on the outside, and Hugo could tell that it was very old. On one side, the lid had been polished, but when he flipped it over, the opposite side was rough. It seemed to have developed a heavy patina, probably over a period of many years. He started to open it.
Take care, Animus said. Do not forget yourself.
Hugo stopped, the mirror halfway open, and snapped it shut. Animus, whose mirror is this?
The old mage sighed. It is yours now, I suppose. It belonged to Lux…Every Mage of Light and Darkness has carried it, as far as I know.


Hugo flipped it over again in his hands. One side was light, the other dark.
Where did you get it?
I took it from Lux’s body on Calypsis. I thought that the next mage might need it at some point, though if I am being honest, I had hoped that I was wrong about that.
Why? Hugo asked. Why have you waited so long to give this to me?


Animus was silent for a while as the rain increased in volume again. The Magemother gave this to Lux when he was old enough…He was never the same after that.


Hugo felt a little chill. So this was it…This was how it began. This was the thing that would change him. He knew, of course, what would be inside—who would be inside. It would be the same person that he had seen in the mirror in the dungeons of Caraway Castle. His other half, as it were…his darkness.
Have you named him yet? Animus asked.
Named him? Hugo said.
Lux told me once that he had to name the darkness in order to control it.


Well, Hugo said coldly, that didn’t turn out so well for him. Maybe he was wrong.
Maybe, Animus said. Only you can decide, of course, but I think it is good to name the things that frighten us most. It makes them easier to deal with.


What would you name him? Hugo asked.
That question, of course, is not appropriate for me to answer. Given that the governance of darkness is your affair, I cannot name the darkness any more than you can name the wind. It would be like naming another person’s child. What would you name it?


Hugo folded his arms. I don’t know. I suppose I could just call him what he is.
And what is he?
Darkness.
Animus shifted, bumping Cannon’s knee and causing him to splutter mid-snore. That is what Lux did, in a way. Tennebris is an old word for darkness.


Great. So Lux had done the same thing he had been about to do? That made him want to do something else.
You do not have to decide now, of course, Animus said.


Hugo relaxed slightly. He flipped the mirror over again in his hands. What would happen if he opened it? Should he do it now? Or should he wait until later? Should he really open the mirror at all? It sounded dangerous. He turned it over in his hand again. It felt dangerous too. Evidently Animus thought that it was necessary. Perhaps it was.
Of course, there was only one way to find out. He flipped the mirror open and stared at the face that was staring back at him.



Chapter Six
In which there is some very nasty Bread
“If—You—Ever—Do—That—Again,” Brinley said as Habis cut the ropes that held her to the sofa.
“You’ll what?” Habis asked defensively. “Make me a mage? Bah! If I hadn’t restrained you, you would have rushed out there and probably been killed. I saved your life.”
“I’m not completely helpless,” Brinley said. She let out a puff of air, blowing the bangs out of her eyes. “Anyway, won’t they come back?”
“Possibly,” Habis said.
“The ants will not give up for a while,” Tabitha assured them.
“We had better get a move on, then,” Habis said. “They did not discover my new house, so we should be safe here, as long as we can lay a convincing trail for them to follow if they come back.”
They followed her outside and met Dung, who was nursing a bruise on his head where he had landed on the rock, but otherwise appeared to be okay. Together, they set to work leaving a false trail of their departure. It was easy, really. They ran around a bit as if confused and deciding what to do, then they grouped up and walked through the field and past the tree line into the forest, opposite the way the ogre had come.
After Habis judged that they had gone far enough in to the woods, Tabitha, in swan form, ferried them back to the invisible house. This allowed them to get back without leaving any traces of their return.
“Now,” Habis said, picking up a handful of shredded rope from her floor and glaring at Brinley, “what did you come here to ask me? Or is there some other calamity that you would like to bring upon me first?”
“No,” Brinley said. “It’s about this.” She held up the naptrap.
“Ah,” Habis said, walking over to take it. “Dung, leave us.”
Dung, who had just followed them into the house, nodded his head and turned back for the door.
“Not that way!” Habis said. “Do you want to get eaten by an ogre?”
“No.”
“Then just go sit in the cellar or something instead.”
He nodded again and left the room through a small hallway at the back.
Habis inspected the vial. “It looks good. Seal intact, no signs of color change. You know, when they turn black, whatever you’ve placed in it has died, but this looks fine. I’m sure she is quite all right in here. Still in stasis.” Habis handed the vial back. “You’ll be happy to know that I did a little digging as you requested, to see if there is any easy way to heal her.”
“And?” Brinley asked, trying not to get her hopes up.
“There is definitely no easy way.”
Brinley sighed. “The hard way, then.”
“I’m afraid so.”
“What’s the hard way?” Tabitha asked.
Habis retrieved a large brass-bound book from her shelf and laid it on the table. She opened it to a page near the center and showed them an illuminated picture of four of the most horrible-looking trees that Brinley had ever seen. They were short and stocky and completely bereft of leaves. Their color was black, and a face was drawn onto each of them with bark twisting out of the center of the trees to form the features. The one on the left had a very sad face, its eyes downcast, while the tree on the right looked like something from a horror movie. Its eyes were wide open and straining, its mouth gaping, teeth bared, tongue sticking out in a grotesque way, as if it was being tortured. The third tree looked incredibly angry, while the fourth, the shortest of the four, wore a blank expression.
Brinley shivered.
“These,” Habis said solemnly, “are the twistwood trees.”
“I’ve heard of those,” Tabitha said. “When Belsie was teaching me about trees I asked him what the worst tree was. He said the twistwood, and he said if I ever saw it to run, because I was in a very bad place.”
“Indeed,” Habis said. “A very bad place. The twistwood trees are located in the very heart of the Wizard’s Ire, created and planted there by my father.
“The trees are evil. The seeds were originally from a willow, the Weeping Willow of the Fallow Fields, upon which thousands were executed by hanging in the old days. The bark of the trees, if eaten, will kill a person slowly and painfully, and there is no cure. The wood itself is deadly, as well. A sliver will kill in under a day, while a wound made from a weapon fashioned out of the wood will have a more terrible effect, torturing the victim with a subtle increase of pain until they can stand it no longer.”
“And then they die?” Tabitha asked.
“No,” Habis said grimly. “Nothing as easy as that. It is as if their soul becomes infected. They lose the will to live. They are unable to feel happiness. Never again is there laughter, enthusiasm, satisfaction in their heart. Documented victims describe feeling no will to live and no desire to die. Most end up taking their own lives in the end. Though if they can hold out, the day will come when their body becomes so depressed that it is unable to form nutrients from food, their desire and enjoyment of food having long since left them. They eventually wither and die of starvation.”
Tabitha looked horrified; Brinley was feeling a bit queasy herself. She hoped that they were getting to the end of it.
“Shael originally planted the trees to make weapons of war, which he gave to his most trusted servants. During the war many a knight or noble was slain by a twistwood blade, but the only person to suffer the trees’ evil in the last one hundred years is your mother.”
Tabitha’s eyes grew wide. “So that is what was wrong with her…” she said. “I tried to treat her when she came to me as a magpie in my tower,” she said, blushing. “I thought it was just a scratch. I treated her for a topical infection.”
Habis smiled kindly. “In a way that is what it was. I’m sure she was grateful for your help. In the form of a bird, she was able to slow the effects of the wood. In the naptrap, time is suspended for her, or very nearly so, but if she were to come back out now it would take her quickly. She was cut by the bark of the tree, not the wood itself, so the effects should be reduced somewhat. Wounds of this nature are less common, however. There is no documentation of similar cases that I can find.”
“And there’s no cure?” Brinley asked.
“If the bark is eaten, there is no cure,” Habis corrected. “For one who is merely cut by the bark, there may be a cure. There is some speculation on the subject, some by my uncle, who wrote this book, and some by me, as I have been pondering it since our last meeting.”
“And?” Tabitha and Brinley said together.
“If I am right,” she said cautiously, “a tincture brewed from the bark of a twistwood tree may heal her. It would be best if the bark came from the same tree as the weapon that injured her, but if necessary, any tree will do.”
Tabitha brightened. “That’s easy enough,” she said. “There’s bound to be some old bark weapons lying around somewhere. We’ll just get one!”
“I’m afraid not,” Habis said. “Great care was taken to destroy all such weapons after the war.”
“Oh,” Tabitha said. “Well, then we’ll just have to go into the Wizard’s Ire and get some ourselves.”
Brinley bit back a smile, but she couldn’t help feeling the same way. She had expected it to be much worse than that. It would be a long and difficult journey to reach the twistwood trees, but at least it sounded possible.
“Not so fast,” Habis said, holding up a hand. Tabitha was on her feet and halfway to the door.
“I knew it,” Brinley said dully.
“The tincture will be the easy part,” Habis continued. “But the only way it will work is if we have all of the mages in attendance when your mother drinks it.”
“I don’t understand,” Brinley said.
Habis gave her a stern look. “That is because I’m not finished explaining yet.”
Brinley flopped back into her chair with a huff and placed her head in her hands. “Listening.”
“Will it take much longer?” Tabitha said, “I’m getting quite hungry. It must be nearly lunchtime.”
“True, true,” Habis said. Then she shouted, “Dung, potatoes!” She turned back and motioned for them to follow her into the kitchen. “Help me cook. It is unwise to talk so much on an empty stomach.”
The gangly servant appeared a moment later with a small bucket full of potatoes, and Brinley and Tabitha began to help Habis peel them. When they were finished, Habis tipped the potatoes into a pot of boiling water together with chopped carrots, onions, parsley, beets, and some sort of meat that Brinley did not recognize.
“The twistwood trees,” Habis went on, “originally created by Shael, are born of a magic that is designed to elude all attempts at healing, even by the mages themselves. Shael grew the trees with polluted specimens from each of the seven elements. The wood, the seeds themselves, I already told you of. He planted them in soil imbued with stone dust ground from a piece of the Hezarack Stone.”
Tabitha gasped.
“The what-arack?” Brinley asked.
“The Hezarack Stone,” Habis repeated. “An ancient altar in Aquilar where the witches once made human sacrifices.”
“Everyone avoids it,” Tabitha explained. “Birds won’t even fly over it. I’ve seen it before, once.” She stopped talking abruptly and looked down. Evidently the memory was not pleasant.
“So what?” Brinley said. “I mean, that’s horrible, but what does it have to do with—”
Habis cut her off with a wave of her hand. “As the trees grew they were watered with the tears of turtured men, breathed upon daily by Shael himself, and scorched with fire taken from the heart of a dragon.”
“Ech!” Brinley said, disgusted. “That sounds like a lot of nasty work.”
Habis nodded. “It was worth it. He was able to arm his soldiers with the most deadly weapons known to mankind. They were a force to be reckoned with.”
Tabitha was frowning skeptically. “Habis, what do you mean, the heart of a dragon?”
“Oh, yes,” Habis said, nodding. “The heart of a dragon will burn for weeks outside its body. One of the very last dragons was slain for this purpose.”
Brinley shivered. “There are dragons in Aberdeen?”
“Possibly,” Tabitha said.
“Definitely not,” Habis corrected. She stirred the stew, checking the potatoes, then dished them each a bowl and served it alongside a red and yellow bread with a strange smell. “Not anymore, that is. A thousand years ago there were only two, a male and a female. Shael killed Anorre, the female, for her heart. In his anger, her partner Kuzo attacked Shael’s fortress in the Ire but was wounded badly. He died from his wounds somewhere in the wild. That’s rotoberry bread,” she added proudly as she watched Brinley inspect it. “My own recipe.”
Brinley took a bite of it and froze. It was horrible.
“His body was never found,” Tabitha pointed out, not noticing Brinley’s face.
“He is dead,” Habis said dismissively. “You forget that Shael is my father. I was at the battle in question. I saw the monster’s wings burning with my father’s fire as it retreated into the northern sky.”
Tabitha set her jaw stubbornly but said nothing.
Brinley flicked a piece of rotoberry bread across the table at her when Habis wasn’t looking.
“Look here,” Habis said. Brinley jumped and dropped the rest of her bread, but Habis was pointing at the book again. She indicated the space between the trees where their branches almost touched each other. Brinley took the opportunity to sneak the rest of the rotoberry bread off her plate and into her pocket.
“There’s something wedged between the tree branches,” Tabitha said. Brinley could see it too now. A small box of some sort.
“It’s called a Panthion. A prison box. This particular one was forged of mage steel, that is, steel drawn from the earth by the Mage of Metal, by Cassis’s predecessor. It is of strange design. It has no exit, only an entrance, and it cannot be broken or melted. It can only be opened by the Magemother.”
“Wonderful,” Brinley said sarcastically.
“Indeed,” Habis agreed. “Life is full of responsibility.”
Tabitha, who had picked up the piece of rotoberry bread that Brinley flicked at her, suddenly clamped her hand over her mouth in disgust. Before Habis realized what had happened, she covered it up by saying, “You mean he’s locked in there? Isn’t he out? He sent March after us. And he sent the two Idris before that.”
Habis laughed. “If he were out, we would all be dead or at war. No. He seems to have found a way to communicate with his servants, but it is safe to say that he has not escaped the Panthion.”
Tabitha leaned in to inspect the picture more closely. “It looks so small,” she said. “How could it hold an entire person?”
“It is a magical prison,” Habis said. “There is no telling how big it is on the inside, or what it could hold. For all we know there could be a whole world inside. Or he might be crammed into a single tiny room. The only way to find out would be to go inside.”
Brinley frowned. “But—”
“We have strayed from the point,” Habis said briskly. “I have told you all of this to explain the power of the twistwood trees. As you see, Shael created them so that their power could not be undone by one mage alone. Just as he used every element to curse the tree, every mage will need to do their part in lifting the curse.”
“So that is why I must find the mages first,” Brinley said. “That is what you meant when you told me that on Calypsis.”
“That was my guess,” Habis said. “Now I am more certain. I feel confident that together, they can lift the curse of the twistwood tree on a single piece of bark. If we then feed her a tincture of the healed bark, it should do the trick.”
They sat in silence for a moment, pondering the magnitude of the task before them. Brinley was about to say something when a loud, rumbling belch issued from Tabitha’s general direction. Brinley stared at her and Tabitha’s eyebrows went up slowly. Habis was staring intently at Tabitha’s coat.
Brinley cleared her throat. “Um, Habis, I don’t suppose you know where the lost mages are hiding?”
Habis snorted. “Hardly.”
“Well, then maybe you can help me with something else,” she said. “Do you know what the Void is?”
“Excuse me?” Habis said. “What kind of ridiculous question is that?”
“It’s not ridiculous,” Brinley said. “When I was with my mother in the lightfall on Calypsis, before you arrived, I traveled back to Earth for a few moments.”
Habis sat up straighter. “Really? Intriguing.”
Brinley nodded. “When I came back, someone came with me…my father. He came through the portal with me, but when I got back, he was gone. We were holding hands. I didn’t even feel him leave.”
“Describe this portal to me,” Habis said.
“It was the door of an old church on one side—the Earth side—and a door of light inside the lightfall on the other.”
“And between them?”
“Like a dark tunnel.”
Habis raised an eyebrow. “Portals are not precisely my specialty…in fact, as far as I know, only the Magemother has ever used them. It is a magic beyond anyone in this world,” she said thoughtfully. “It may not be magic at all, technically speaking.”
Brinley didn’t know what she meant by that, nor did she particularly care. At the look on her face, Habis returned to the matter at hand. “Perhaps he slipped back to his own world,” she said doubtfully.
Brinley shook her head. “My mother told me that he must have gotten lost in the Void.”
“Ah,” Habis said almost excitedly, tapping her fingers together. “Interesting.” She studied them carefully for a moment, and then said, “I have no idea.”
“What do you mean?” Brinley exclaimed.
“I mean I have no idea. You can’t expect me to know everything. I know of the Void only as a theoretical state of being.” She picked up a peanut from the table. “If I vanish this nut, for example, where will it go?”
“I don’t know,” Brinley said. “Nowhere?”
“Precisely,” Habis said. She snapped her fingers and the peanut vanished into thin air. “Nowhere. Or, as some would say, the Void. I have always thought of it as representing nonexistence. I had not thought of it as a place that a person could go to physically before now.”
Tabitha looked at Brinley. “Does your father like peanuts?” Brinley gave her a weird look.
Habis was tapping her fingers thoughtfully. “If you did indeed walk through the void between worlds, then perhaps it is a place that you can visit. If so, I have no idea how you would get there, unless you open another portal.”
Tabitha looked at Brinley curiously. “Can you do that?”
Brinley shrugged. “How should I know? It’s not like I got much training at this whole Magemother thing.”
Habis smiled. “Indeed. Well, don’t be too hard on yourself. I am sure that you will find a way.”
“I do have one idea, actually,” Brinley said shyly. It was the only thing that she could think of, apart from learning how to open a portal herself, and it had been gnawing at her for days.
“Go on,” Habis encouraged.
“The summoning bell you made brought me here from another world—across the Void, I guess. So I thought, maybe…you could make another summoning bell, but for my father…”
Habis cocked her head thoughtfully. “Not a bad idea. That could bring him here, theoretically, no matter where he was. But I’m afraid it is not possible.”
Brinley’s heart sank. That had been her only idea. Over the last few days, she had convinced herself that Habis would be able to do it. “Are you sure?” she asked.
Habis nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. A summoning bell is crafted for a specific individual, or in your case, a specific type of individual, the Magemother…I could try to make one for him based on your description, but it would almost certainly not work. They are very hard to make, and they are very complicated. As far as I know, I am the only person ever to succeed, and even I do not understand them fully.”
“What do you mean?”
“Take your bell, for instance. It summoned you, even though your mother was still alive. She was technically still the Magemother, so I would think it would have summoned her. However, you were the Magemother that Aberdeen needed at the time, the new Magemother. Somehow, the bell knew to bring you instead of her. How? Nobody can say. Summoning bells are extremely powerful objects. I will not attempt to make one for a person that I have never met.”
They sat in silence for a minute as Brinley ran over everything Habis had said. At length, a thought struck her. “Habis, could you make a summoning bell for your father and summon him out of that box?”
Habis went pale. Slowly, she nodded. “Perhaps…It is helpful if the subject is actually present at the making while their essence is aligned to the bell…but then, I know him well enough that I could very likely do it from memory. A dark idea. Of course, I would never do so.”
“You hate him that much?”
Habis’s eyes shifted around the room, coming to rest on her hands. “I did not always,” she said simply.
Brinley nodded, studying her own hands. She loved her own father very much. He was probably the best person she had ever known. The best father in the world, in her opinion. She couldn’t think of what it would be like to have a bad one.
“What if someone tried to force you to make one?” Tabitha asked presently.
Habis laughed. “I would like to see them try.” She shook her head, motioning for them to get up. “We have been talking about heavy things for too long now and your heads are beginning to spin. It is time for you to get some rest. Will you be leaving in the morning?”
“Yes,” Brinley said. “As early as we can. There is much to do.”
***
Brinley walked alone across the central square before Caraway Castle, stone tiles cold with new snow, muffling the sound of her footsteps. She wanted to visit Maggie. She had been thinking about her, worrying about her living in that tiny house all by herself. It must get cold in there at night.
But when she arrived at the place where Maggie’s shack should have been, there was nothing there. Where could it have gone? She heard a moaning sound behind her and turned. Maggie was there, lying prostrate on the ground, fingers black with cold, clutching at the frozen stone.
“I’m so cold,” Maggie whispered. “So cold.”
Brinley’s breath caught in her throat, and the scene changed. Tabitha was high on the battlements of the castle, running as if her life depended on it, but from whom? She got to the edge and stopped, with no place else to run, and changed into a butterfly. Then Hugo was there, reaching for the frail, fluttering creature. But he did not look like the Hugo she knew. His face was creased and lined, and his eyes were black and cold. He caught the butterfly by the wings and ripped them off, laughing.
Brinley screamed, but no sound came out.
The scene changed again, and she was walking with her father through the trees at Morley. He would make everything better. She was telling him about Maggie, about Hugo, about Tabitha. It felt good to talk to him again. She hadn’t realized how much she missed that. He passed beneath the door of Morley Church and fell into blackness. It was like quicksand, but the color of the night sky, and it was pulling him down, down. He called to her, reached out, and she tried to lift him, knees braced against the steps of the church, but he was too heavy. She dropped him, and he was sucked in. She was crying now. She could still hear his voice calling to her.
No, not his voice. The voice of children. Children she had never met. She opened her eyes and found herself in a maze. Thick green bushes shot skyward on every side. She could hear their voices—Chantra, Unda, and Lignumis. They were calling to her, begging her to save them, help them. They were lost. They needed her. How was she supposed to find them? She ran through the maze, but every turn she took was a dead end. A silver orb swung out of the corner of her vision, obliterating the bushes with a cleaving swing. It began to chase her, swinging back and forth, back and forth, until there was nowhere to run.
Brinley jolted awake, at first unsure of where she was. Then it came back to her. She was in a tiny bedroom in Habis’s invisible house.
A voice spoke inside her mind. Are you all right? It was Hugo. I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I would reach out and see if you were up, and you were screaming.
It was just a dream, she said. Just a bad dream.
Was I in it?
She grinned, feeling the terror melt away. Like I would tell you if you were. Honestly. She felt Hugo’s mood start to radiate warmth. He was smiling, she realized. Had a hard day?
You could say that. Animus isn’t any fun at all to travel with. All he wants to do is teach me, and he won’t let me talk until I learn the last thing he taught me, which would be okay if it was simple stuff, but no. He’s picked something a bit more challenging. Not that it should be, for the Mage of Light and Darkness. Should be easy, I expect, but it’s not.
Aww, Brinley said in the most patronizing thought-voice she could summon, do you miss your castle, Hugo?


Hey! Hugo protested. If there was an ancient mage trying to get you to travel at the speed of light, you wouldn’t be happy either.


Huh.
I bet I could manage it if I were the Mage of Light and Darkness.
Hugo laughed. It’s good to talk to you. Animus hasn’t let me say a word all day. Even to Cannon. I’m supposed to be listening to the moon or something.
You should probably be doing it, then.
I know. Don’t worry. I think I’m finally getting the hang of it.
Really?
No. How was your day?
She thought about it. Long.
I hear you there…Well, I’ll let you sleep then.
Hugo?
Yeah?
How are things going with our…mutual friend? It sounded silly to say it like that, but she was trying to avoid calling it “darkness.” He didn’t answer right away. Hugo?
The same, I guess. I mean, I really haven’t felt much different.


Brinley had the feeling that he was holding something back, but she didn’t want to push it. You’ll tell me when something happens, though, won’t you?


Silence.
Hugo?


It really isn’t your problem, you know, his voice came back. Whatever’s going to happen, you shouldn’t have to deal with it.


Brinley stood up and began to pace. This was exactly what she was afraid of hearing from him. It would be just like him to try and deal with the darkness all by himself without involving anybody else, and that was probably what would get him into trouble. Without warning, the Hugo from her dream flashed in her mind, and she struggled for a moment to dismiss it.
I’m the Magemother, Hugo, was all she could think of to say. And you’re a mage. Your problems are my problems. She searched around the empty room, looking for some way to explain her feelings. Hugo, you never knew your mother, did you?
No.
Well, let me tell you something about mothers in general. We want to know everything. We want to help you even when we shouldn’t.
Hugo was silent for a while, but eventually his voice came back to her, more loudly this time. All right, all right, he said. I’ll keep you informed when I have visits from Dark Hugo, and you can stop asking me about it. Fair?


Fair. As long as he kept up his end of the bargain, that is.
They said their good nights, and Brinley was left to her own thoughts. It was going to be a long night. It felt like a few hours before dawn still, and she knew that there would be no getting back to sleep. Pulling her warm clothes back on, she decided to go for a walk. Maybe she would grab a snack in the kitchen.
She peeked into the room next door to check on Tabitha, but the girl was gone. Brinley felt a tinge of worry, but calmed herself. This was normal for Tabitha. She seemed to need little sleep these days, and would often be out walking in the woods at night or patrolling the skies as a bird or filching food from the kitchen. Brinley decided she would look there first.
A moment later she opened the door to the kitchen and froze. A small man stood there, cloaked and hooded, brandishing a short stick at her. A shape that was half man, half snake, tore from the end of it, flying across the room at her. Then it was gone, all of it, the man, the stick, the snake-man flying toward her; it had vanished as quickly as it appeared, and her scream died on her lips. She stood, rooted to the spot for a moment, wondering if any of it had happened, or if it was a figment of her imagination, the trick of a sleepy mind.
Brinley ducked her head outside, partly to check for Tabitha, and partly to rule out the possibility of that man being real. What she saw struck her as very strange. Habis and Tabitha were crouched beside a little stream just outside the entrance, tossing stones into it. But that wasn’t the strangest part. There was some sort of creature on the other side of the stream, half hidden in shadows. It took her a moment to realize what it was.
The ogre.
Brinley covered her mouth to stop a shout when she realized that Tabitha and Habis didn’t seem to be afraid at all. They were laughing. Laughing as they threw the stones, one by one, into the brook. Almost without her noticing, the memory of the man and the stick faded from her mind with their laughter, replaced with curiosity. As she watched a stone plunk into the water, Brinley caught a better look at the ogre. He was sniffing the water, walking along the opposite bank. Occasionally, he would dip his foot into the stream and Tabitha or Habis would toss a stone into the water in front of him, after which he would snatch his foot out, stomp in frustration, and start pacing again.
Brinley took a few steps closer. She could just make out what Tabitha and Habis were saying now. They were whispering. Whispering to the rocks, it seemed. They held them up to their faces and whispered before they threw them.
“A rash and a canker sore,” Tabitha was saying, but Habis cut her off.
“No, no, no. Rhyme it, rhyme it!”
Tabitha nodded vigorously and began again. “Warts and rashes and hammer toes, and a canker sore the size of a rose,” she said, holding a stone in her hand. She was squatting barefoot, her dress pulled up over her knees, looking very much like a toddler, and drawing on the stone with the mud-covered finger of her left hand. When she had finished, she stood up and threw the stone into the brook. The ogre, who had made it halfway across the stream, snarled as the rock slapped the water in front of him. He reared up and twisted around, retreating back onto the bank.
“Seeds stuck in your teeth,” Habis was saying, painting mud onto a stone of her own, “and sour honey for painful pee.” She laughed and then threw it into the stream.
Tabitha giggled. “Oh, Habis. That was a terrible rhyme.”
The ogre gave up trying to cross the stream and sat on the far bank. Now that she could see him better, Brinley realized that he bore no marks of the ferocious temperament that he exhibited during their battle with March. He looked quite frightened now.
“What on earth are you doing?” Brinley said. Tabitha dropped her stone. Habis hid her own stone behind her back.
“We’re not on Earth, Magemother,” Habis said defensively.
“Let me see that,” Brinley said, holding out her hand for the stone.
Habis gave her a stubborn look, but handed it over. It had a strange pattern of swirls and lines painted across it with mud. The writing was unlike anything Brinley had seen before. “What is it?” she asked.
“A curse rock,” Tabitha said brightly, having recovered from the shock of Brinley’s appearance. “Habis has been teaching me how to make them.”
Brinley raised her eyebrows at Habis.
“What?” the witch said, reaching out to snatch the stone back. She turned then, and hurled it into the brook, causing the ogre to scurry farther back from the edge of the stream.
“Dark magic?” Brinley asked. She knew, of course, that Habis had spent most of her life as a witch, and that much of her magic was what people would call questionable, if not downright unsavory.
“Pish posh,” Habis said, waving her hand. “Magic is magic. Only what you do with it is good or bad, and this,” she said, picking up another stone and handing it to Brinley, “is good. Unless you want to get eaten by an ogre.”
“No,” Brinley said. “I don’t. But he doesn’t look very hungry.”
“Ogres can always eat,” Habis said. “He wandered in an hour ago. Looking for help, I think. That sister of mine probably abandoned him. Ogres aren’t much use on their own after they’ve been domesticated, you know. Not too different from a horse. I expect he sensed that I would take care of him.”
“Will you?” Brinley asked.
“Yes,” Habis said. “But he’ll have to wait until morning. It’s not worth the risk messing with ogres at night.” She tossed another curse rock into the stream and dusted her hands off on her pants. “I think that will hold him for now, Tabitha.”
“Uh oh,” Tabitha said, and Brinley glanced up at the ogre. It was walking away from them now, back toward the woods.
“No matter,” Habis said. “He is probably just going to look for March again. When he doesn’t find her, he will be back.”
“What if he does find her?”
Habis shrugged. “Then we have lost nothing. Ogres are not very communicative creatures. Useful in a fight, but hard to get information out of. He will not be able to tell her that he saw us. Why don’t we go back inside for some tea before you leave…and I do believe I have some rotoberry bread for the road.”
Tabitha gagged softly.



Chapter Seven
In which Brinley challenges a troll to a battle of wits
Outside Habis’s house, Tabitha changed into her favorite shape, a large jet-black swan. Brinley climbed onto her back.
“Be careful,” Habis said. She had crawled halfway out of the opening and then stopped so that the whole back half of her body was completely invisible, her face and hands sticking out as if from nowhere. “You never know what you will find on Calypsis. That place is a mystery known only to the Magemother, and you have not been the Magemother long enough to learn it yet.”
Brinley nodded. “Thanks for all your help,” she said, and Tabitha leapt into the air, her great black wings beating powerfully.
They flew higher and higher, rising above the clouds. The air grew thin and cold and eventually Brinley had to stop breathing, holding her breath for the last leg of the journey. This was the part that always scared her. It seemed like it would take hours to cover the distance that remained between them and the moon, but whenever they got high enough for the air to grow thin, they crossed the remaining distance in a few seconds. That was the magic of it: only the Magemother, the mages, and those with their permission could make that journey. Anyone else would freeze to death or suffocate in the distance between Aberdeen and its moon.
Moments later, they landed on the white sandy surface of the moon, and Tabitha changed back into herself. The great crystal palace jutted out of the sand in front of them, its clear glass spires twisting gracefully around ramparts of silver. No matter how many times Brinley saw it, she never got over the sheer size of it. “I wonder if this is what it’s like to be an astronaut on the moon,” Brinley said.
“What is an astro nut?” Tabitha asked, cocking her head.
“Never mind,” Brinley said, chuckling to herself as she walked up the castle steps. Tabitha skipped after her.
“I like it here,” Tabitha said. “Do you really think that we will find clues about the mages?”
“Dunno,” Brinley said honestly. “I hope so. Can you think of a better idea?”
“Oh, no,” Tabitha said, startled at the thought. She patted Brinley’s arm. “I’m sure you’re right.”
The tall ivory doors swung inward at Brinley’s touch to reveal a golden floor. It looked like clear glass with honey flowing beneath it, and it lit up from corner to corner at the touch of her foot. It was warm, and she swore she could feel it pulsing beneath her feet as if it were a living thing.
“Wow,” Tabitha said, “it didn’t do that last time.”
“I think it’s because I’m the Magemother now,” Brinley said.
Tabitha nodded. “That makes sense.” She stared up at the fifty-foot ceiling of sculpted glass. “I like this place,” she said again. “But it needs more plants.”
Brinley laughed. “Let’s just hope that it’s not filled with enemies this time.” She felt her pulse quicken at the memory. The Magemother’s home was the safest place on Aberdeen—except that it wasn’t actually on Aberdeen—but the first time they had been there they had been in a heated battle with the previous Mage of Light and Darkness, Lux Tennebris, who had lost control of the balance he was charged with keeping and became evil. Now, she knew, it was completely safe, but she had avoided coming here because of the bad memories.
“You know what, Tabitha?” Brinley said, trying to think positively. “I think you’re right. The entrance hall should be happier. Greener.” She raised her hand, wondering if what she had in mind would work. She had no real magic to speak of as the Magemother, but then, this place was built for her, and she had the sneaking suspicion that things would be different here. “Four big golden palm trees!” she said in a commanding tone.
Nothing happened.
Tabitha covered her mouth, laughing. “That’s embarrassing. At least you didn’t do it in front of Hugo.”
“What are you talking about?” Brinley said, feeling her face go red.
“You know,” Tabitha said. “Word on the street is you two like each other.”
“Word on the street!” Brinley exclaimed.
“Well, do you?”
“Tabitha, you are around me all the time. If I liked a boy, don’t you think you’d be the first to notice?”
Tabitha looked suddenly confused. “Oh, yeah. I forgot…Well, I think he likes you.”
Brinley shook her head, striding across the entrance hall. “I’m the Magemother and he’s a mage. Plus, I’m barely fourteen…That would just be—”
Suddenly the floor began to shake. There was a rumbling sound, and then the glass floor began rippling like water, starting at the corners so that the golden ripples converged under their feet in the center of the room. Four beautiful palm trees, at least thirty feet tall, rose from the floor in the corner of the room. At the same time, the domed glass ceiling sparkled and changed as if an invisible hand were drawing on it. A second later, there was a beautiful scene carved into the glass: four palm trees mirroring the ones on the floor, surrounding a mother with a child in her arms.
“Wow!” Tabitha said. “How did you do that?”
Brinley shook her head, still staring up at it. “I don’t know…”
Tabitha grinned. “I guess being the Magemother has some perks!”
They took a curved staircase to the second floor and stepped into a long hallway interspersed with tall windows and pillars and a dozen doors.
“This is going to take forever,” Tabitha said. “We should have brought Belsie to give us a tour or something. It could take us all day to find the mages’ rooms.”
“You’re right,” Brinley said. “I wish we had a map.”
At her words, a sculpted pillar burst from the floor in front of them, rising to the height of a pedestal. On it, carved into the smoky glass surface, were detailed diagrams of the various floors and wings of the palace.
“Well, that’s handy,” Brinley said, grinning. She pointed to a golden dot pulsing on the map. “Look, here we are on the second floor.”
“Show us where the mages’ rooms are located, please,” Tabitha asked.
Nothing happened.
Tabitha sighed. “You ask it.”
Brinley repeated her question, and several rooms lit up on the drawing. There were far more than the seven that Brinley had expected. There had to be more than twenty of them. “Oh my. I guess whoever built this place was planning ahead. Show us Chantra’s room, please.”
A large round room lit up on all three levels. Apparently, the room was three stories tall.
“Let’s go!” Tabitha said excitedly, and she sped off down the hall.
When they reached Chantra’s room, they discovered that it was indeed very tall, but if Brinley were to sum the room up in one word it would have been “red.” The walls were painted, and the windows had little rubies set into them so that the light from outside played across the red walls in shimmering patterns. A large round bed was set off to one side like a giant apple that had sunk partway into the floor. And there was a long oval window seat under the largest window.
“Oh,” Tabitha said, “this one is definitely going to be my favorite.” She skipped off to the bed, pushed her fist into it, and then stepped onto it and started jumping. “Yep! I can tell I’m going to like Chantra when we find her.” That last thought made her stop bouncing and she added, “What are we looking for in here?”
“I wish I knew. Clues, I guess. Anything that could give us an idea about where she might be hidden.”
“But did the mages choose where they were going to hide?” Tabitha asked, jumping down from the bed.
“I don’t know,” Brinley said. “I think so. But even if they didn’t, I’m sure my mother would have picked someplace that they would like to spend a lot of time in. That’s what I would have done.”
Tabitha stared at her. “You’re really good at this Magemother stuff,” she said with a nod of her head.
Brinley blushed. “I don’t know about that.” She definitely didn’t feel like it. “I should be able to find them more easily than this.”
“That’s okay,” Tabitha said, shaking her head. “I’m not a very good herald either.”
“What do you mean?”
Tabitha sat down on a cushion and put her face in her hands sullenly. “I’m not good at protecting you. Belsie said so himself.”
“He did not!” Brinley said, shocked.
“No,” Tabitha said, looking up, “he didn’t, but that’s what he thinks. That’s what everyone thinks.” She stared despondently at the floor. “I’m not vicious…I’m not a lion like Peridot. I’m a…butterfly. I mean, I could be vicious, if I really wanted to be.” A look of panic crossed her face at a memory. “But I don’t want to be. I can’t!”
Brinley threw her arm around the other girl, pulling her to her feet. “Now you listen to me, Tabitha,” she said. “Why do you think I picked you to be my herald?”
Tabitha stared at her blankly.
“It’s not because you are terribly vicious looking,” Brinley said, bringing a smile out of the other girl. “It’s not because you are the biggest, scariest, strongest bodyguard in all the land.” Tabitha laughed at that. “It’s because you were the right person to pick. Sometimes you just know a thing is right, even when you can’t tell why.”
Tabitha smiled. “See,” she said. “You’re good at this Magemother stuff.” She sniffed proudly. “Told you so.”
“Come on,” Brinley said, “let’s search this room.”
***
Four hours later they were sprawled on Chantra’s bedroom floor, exhausted from their search. Tabitha had gone through all of her drawers and books and papers before finally settling down to help Brinley read the journals. There were five of them, each one a different size, but all of them red, like most everything in her room. Chantra, it seemed, had a love for all things red, especially rubies, which apart from being in the windows they had noticed earlier, also decorated many of her other possessions including her bed frame, desk chair, and all five of her journals. Brinley had made it all the way through Chantra’s first journal and halfway through the second, and she was finally starting to feel like she was getting to know her.
“Listen to this,” Brinley said, picking up the second journal and beginning to read,
Today I went with Mom to visit the king of Caraway. He just got married, and there was lots of food left over, so Belsie was there too.


“Did you hear that, Tabitha? She calls Belterras Belsie, just like you!”
Tabitha forced a weak smile. “And she knows how Belsie likes food.”
Anyway, Cassis was there too and he gave me a beautiful ruby that he found in the ground while he was working, and he said he was going to cut it and polish it for me. I asked him if he would set it into a new diary for me and he said that he would do it!


Brinley held up a different journal. It was shaped like a heart, with a great red ruby set into the center of it so that all of the pages were cut out around the ruby. “See?” she said, tapping the ruby. “I bet this is the ruby that she was talking about. Isn’t that interesting?”
Tabitha was holding her hands in front of her face as she lay on her back, making animal shapes against the ceiling, clearly not interested in the least. “I suppose,” she said. “But what does it mean?”
“Well,” Brinley said slowly, “we’ve learned that she likes red things…” Slowly, the enthusiasm drained from Brinley’s face until finally she slumped down beside Tabitha. “Oh, you’re right. Maybe we’re wasting our time here.”
Tabitha cocked her head, letting her hand-bird fall apart. “Yes. And she liked Cassis. I read a bit too, and it doesn’t sound like she got along very well with the other mages.”
“Yeah,” Brinley agreed. “Animus told me that she used to snoop through their things.”
Tabitha sat up abruptly. “I guess we have learned something.”
Brinley nodded. “Let’s go find Unda’s room.”
Back at the map, two rooms lit up when Brinley asked for directions. Lignumis’s room was a tiny thing on the top floor, while Unda’s was several floors down, far below ground level, and incredibly large. After some debate they decided to start with Lignumis’s and leave the larger one for last.
The door to Lignumis’s room was made of a rich, dark wood and was covered from top to bottom in intricate carvings of trees and rocks and birds, with a great lion in the center.
Brinley tried to open it and it didn’t budge. “Oh. Please open up.” She tried the handle again confidently, assuming that the castle would obey her wish, but the result was the same as before.
Tabitha put her hands on her hips indignantly. “It should let you in,” she said. “You’re the Magemother!”
“Hmm,” Brinley returned. “Well, Lignumis was a boy, you know, and boys like their privacy.”
“What’s this?” Tabitha asked, pointing to something on the door handle.
Brinley bent down to inspect it. It was a very ornate brass handle with trees and a river stamped into it, and it took her a minute to see what Tabitha was talking about. There was a tiny line of writing scratched around the outside of the handle. “A lion’s roar will open the door,” she read. “What do you suppose that means?”
“Lignumis couldn’t turn into a lion, could he?” Tabitha asked.
“I don’t think so,” Brinley said. “That sounds more like something that Belsie—I mean, Belterras, could do. Lignumis is the Mage of Wood. Forests, trees, plants, you know…”
Tabitha was staring stubbornly at the door. Suddenly, she let out a bellowing roar in her own voice, eyes bulging from the effort. Brinley jumped, then started to laugh. Tabitha was bent over with the effort now, face straining with her roar, staring madly at the door handle. The roar grew fainter and fainter until Tabitha was completely deflated, gasping for breath.
The door clicked and swung open.
Tabitha smiled in a self-satisfied way and strode through the door. “I’m definitely doing that to my door when I get a room here. I can, can’t I?” she said as an afterthought.
“Of course you can,” Brinley said, following her through. The room was small—barely long enough for a grown man to lie down in, but it was impeccably well organized. There was a small cot on a ledge built into the wall above their head, where Lignumis must have slept. The space behind the door had been made into a tiny desk, on which a pad of paper, a feather quill, and a pen knife still lay parallel to one another in the center. The whole opposite wall, apart from the small round window, was taken up by tiny doors and drawers with brass hinges and handles with little paper labels of varying colors. Walking over to the window, Brinley had the thought that it would be very bad to fall out of it; the ground looked very, very far away from up here.
Tabitha began reading the labels. “Lignum vite (Ironwood), Garra. Quercus alba (White Oak), Caraway.” After each name, there was a date printed. She moved down the line of drawers. “Dalbergia latifolia (Rosewood), Tarwal Coast. Malus domestica (Rose Apple), Gan-Gara.” She opened one of them. “Oh,” she said tenderly. “How beautiful.” The drawer was filled with wood shavings, a small twig that had been sliced from a branch, an apple blossom, and a drawing of the fruit. As she opened the drawer, the small room filled with the scent of ripe apples. “Look,” Tabitha said, closing the drawer, “there’s a little door beside every drawer, and each one is labeled the same as the drawer that it corresponds to.”
“Open one,” Brinley said, wondering what other wonders Lignumis was hiding.
Tabitha opened the tiny wooden door to reveal a single miniature apple tree. It was the most beautiful apple tree Brinley had ever seen, and although it was only two inches tall, it appeared to be fully grown. Its tiny roots wound down in a round table of black soil on the floor of the little compartment. There was even a tiny little toy shack at the foot of the apple tree. It reminded Brinley of the little houses that people on Earth put in the bottom of fish tanks.
“Amazing,” Tabitha whispered, shutting the tiny door carefully.
“It must have taken him years to collect all of these,” Brinley said appreciatively. “Do you think this can help us?”
Tabitha shrugged. “At least we know he loved trees.”
Brinley nodded. She pulled a small three-legged stool out from under the desk and sat down, taking up the paper and quill. She opened the desk drawer and removed the ink. “Okay,” she said, wetting the pen. “Let’s start from the beginning. Read all the names to me in date order, earliest first. Maybe we can find out what he was working on when he disappeared. I don’t think it will mean anything to me or you, but maybe Belterras might see some pattern in it.”
Tabitha nodded eagerly. “I think I should probably check on all the trees as we go too,” she said. “Just to see them. You don’t think he’ll mind, do you?”
It took them over an hour to copy them all down. When Tabitha had come to the very end of the last row she said, “This is the last one. Oh my.”
“What?” Brinley asked.
“Olea europaea (Twistwood), the Ire.”
Brinley felt a twinge of excitement.
Tabitha opened the drawer. It was empty. There was nothing behind the door either.
“This is what he must have been working on when he disappeared,” Brinley said.
“But why would he want that tree?” Tabitha asked. “You don’t think he actually went looking for it, do you?”
“Look at this wall,” Brinley said. “I think he probably did.”
“You don’t think he’s still there, do you?” Tabitha said.
“Maybe,” Brinley said. “Maybe he went in and never came back out.”
***
On the lowest level of the castle, where Unda’s room should have been, there was nothing but a long, white marble ledge with a pillar on each end supporting the castle above them. Beyond, empty space stretched out in all directions. Carved into one of the pillars were the words, “The true path lies in emptiness.”
“Hmm,” Brinley said. “He must have been quite a thinker.”
Tabitha was reading the pillar on the other side of the landing and chuckling. It read, “Go away, Chantra. I know you hate heights.”
“What do you think it means?” Brinley asked.
Tabitha shrugged. “Maybe we have to take a leap of faith? Just step out there and hope we step into his room?” She walked to the edge and, holding Brinley’s hand for balance, reached into the void with one foot, searching for some purchase. “I don’t feel anything.”
Brinley pulled her back. “I think you’re right, though,” she said. “We probably have to just step off for real. It says the path is in emptiness, and that is definitely emptiness.”
“I’ll do it,” Tabitha said, facing the edge.
“No,” Brinley insisted. “I should. If it’s the wrong thing to do, if it’s dangerous…well, I don’t think the castle will let me die or anything. It seems to respect me, being the Magemother and all.”
Tabitha waved Brinley away. “I can just change into a bird if I fall too far. I’ll do it.” And with that she stepped off the edge. Brinley reached out to grab her but missed, and Tabitha fell out of sight. A split second later she screamed, and then there was a splash.
“Tabitha!” Brinley shouted, leaning over the edge. She couldn’t see anything below.
“It’s okay,” Tabitha said out of the darkness. “Come down!” Her voice sounded very far away. “Don’t worry, just jump off!”
Brinley rolled her eyes, cringing. Trying not to think about what she was doing, she stepped off the ledge. She fell farther than she anticipated, then plunged into warm water. When she surfaced, she could see again; the void had disappeared. They were wading in a deep, clear azure pool under semi-bright light. She could see the white marble ledge above them clearly now; there was a ladder carved into the rock face beside them, which they could use to climb back out. In the center of the pool, a small stone island rose out of the water, which was connected to a high, floating walkway of stone by means of a beautiful bridge. They climbed onto the island and stepped onto the bridge, only to find it guarded at the center by a troll.
“Ooh,” Tabitha said. “Isn’t she lovely?”
“She?” Brinley said incredulously, searching the troll for some hint of femininity.
“Obviously,” Tabitha said. “She’s the prettiest troll I’ve ever seen.”
Brinley wished that she could agree. The troll was almost nine feet tall and built like a house. Its face was covered with a mass of shriveled skin that obscured its features. Brinley was trying her very hardest not to simply turn and run.
“Greetings,” the troll said in a husky voice. It said nothing else. Just stood there, in the way, waiting.
“Ooh,” Tabitha said excitedly, grabbing Brinley’s arm. “It’s a troll bridge! Maybe we’ll have to answer a riddle to pass!”
“Great,” Brinley said, giving the troll a wary look. She hoped that all it would do to them was ask a riddle…Then again, what would it do if they got it wrong?
“Uh,” Brinley said to the troll, “do we have to answer a riddle to pass?”
The troll nodded once.
“And if we fail?”
The troll pointed at the sparkling water twenty feet below. It was a long drop, but the water looked deep. It probably wouldn’t hurt too badly.
“Oh,” Tabitha said. “She throws us in the water!” She seemed to relish the thought. “I’ll go first.” She danced away from Brinley, practically skipping up the bridge. “Tell me your riddle,” she said, placing her hands on her hips defiantly.
The troll cleared its throat. “I grow green. Trees within trees. Taller than peas, shorter than knees. Our heads are the same size, but I fit in your mouth. What am I?”
“Socks!” Tabitha said without pause, and then gave an ecstatic scream as the troll picked her up and threw her over the side of the bridge. She came out of the water laughing and swam back to where Brinley was waiting for her at the base of the bridge.
“Socks?” Brinley asked incredulously.
“I wanted to be thrown! I like Unda,” she added. “He’s fun.” She stepped past Brinley and approached the troll again. This time she whispered, “Broccoli,” and the troll stepped aside. Tabitha, looking slightly disappointed, crossed the remainder of the bridge and waited as Brinley approached the troll.
“What had nine lives?” the troll asked.
Brinley waited for the rest of it. Then, when nothing more was forthcoming, said, “What, that’s it?”
The troll nodded.
She thought for a moment. It couldn’t be that simple, surely, but she couldn’t think of any other answers. “A cat?” she offered. The troll reached for her and she danced backwards. “Agh! No, wait! I get it. Had! Had! A dead cat!”
The troll, who had already picked Brinley up, lowered her back onto the bridge sullenly and stepped aside.
“Aw,” Tabitha said, watching the troll with a sympathetic look. “You could have let her throw you just once…”
The bridge led to a circular stone room situated high above the water. The room itself had an open feeling, with low stone walls interspersed by marble columns that held up a domed roof. There was a round bed in the center, and a simple table beside it. Looking around the space, Brinley could see why Unda might have liked it. It was like being in the ocean. Suspended in space with water all around. Compared to Chantra’s room, however, there was a notable lack of personal possessions. “Tabitha,” Brinley said. “I need your help, you know.”
Tabitha had taken a running start at the bed. “I just want to see if it’s as good as Chantra’s,” she called, and then launched herself into the air. She landed with a solid thump on the bed that made her knees buckle. “Ouch! It is definitely not as good as Chantra’s.” Tabitha got off the bed, glaring at it suspiciously, and then pulled off the covers. A second later she had peeled back the thin mattress pad as well.
“Tabitha,” Brinley said. “What are you—oh, my.”
Beneath the mattress, Unda’s bed was little more than a giant box full of identical black books. They had hard covers, with no writing on the spines.
“There has to be a hundred of them,” Tabitha said, picking one up.
“More than that,” Brinley said. “What’s in it?”
The cover was completely blank, but when Tabitha opened to the title page, they found the word “Thoughts” written in blue, flowing letters. Tabitha turned to the first page and read aloud:
I think that life may be symbolic of something greater. What we call life exists because of language, and all language is symbolic. The word “understanding,” written here, is obviously not the thing itself. Thoughts are symbolic also—perhaps because they are so imbued with language. The thought “I can fly” is not the thing itself; I cannot fly. Religions then, are symbolic also, because they are—when they are not being anything else—structured systems of thought and belief. Perhaps life is symbolic. Is it too far-fetched to dream that a world built of symbols may be, when viewed from some celestial height, no more than a symbol itself? A cosmic expression of deity? A note from one god to another, or, more likely, a play written by the only being that truly exists to create a story in which he is not alone…
When Tabitha finished reading they stared at one another in silence. “Do you have any idea what that means?” Tabitha said.
“It means that Unda was a thinker,” Brinley said. “Beyond that, I don’t have a clue.”
“I’m not a thinker,” Tabitha said with a sigh, and she put the book back as if she were suddenly worried that it might be dangerous. “We had better cover these back up.”
Brinley laughed and helped her replace the mattress. “You’re probably right, Tabitha. Maybe if we had a year or two, we could read all those, but I don’t think that would be enough time to understand them.”
Brinley sat on the bed and put her head in her hand thoughtfully. They needed something else. Something simpler. She glanced around the room again, noting its emptiness. “There’s not much else to see here, is there?” she said.
“Oh, I don’t know,” Tabitha said. “Look at this.”
Tabitha was pointing to what was by far the most interesting thing about the room. Namely, that every square inch of walls, pillars, and ceiling was covered in a giant mural. The mural had clearly been drawn by Unda himself over a period of years, as the complexity and realism improved dramatically from one side to the other. Tabitha was pointing at what looked like his best work, on a pillar next to his bed.
Brinley chuckled. “Well, butter my buns and call me a biscuit,” Brinley said.
“Do what?” Tabitha asked, looking startled.
“Never mind. It’s just something my dad says.” As she said it she thought of the nightmare of him sinking into a black hole. She shook the thought away and returned her attention to the mural.
There on the pillar beside his bed, Unda had painted the likeness of himself in a little forest clearing, playing a game like chess with a creature that looked very much like—
“The troll,” Tabitha said. “The bridge troll.” Tabitha’s face fell. “Unda must not have had many friends. That is Unda, isn’t it?”
Brinley nodded. She recognized him from the vision she had seen a few weeks prior when she had been with her mother in the throne room below them.
“Oh my,” Tabitha said. “Look at this!” She had lowered herself gingerly onto the firm bed and folded her arms behind her head.
“Tabitha, this is no time for a nap.”
“No, look!” Tabitha grabbed her arm and pulled her onto the bed beside her. She pointed at the ceiling. “See?”
There was a mural on the ceiling above them inside the dome, around which the pillars were set. The mural depicted a very beautiful lake surrounded by trees. It reminded Brinley of the intricately painted ceilings in medieval castles.
“Well,” Brinley said, “it is pretty.”
“It’s important,” Tabitha insisted. “I’m sure it is. If this was my room, I would paint my very favorite thing on the ceiling. I’d paint a swan, of course, or maybe a unicorn, though there aren’t any unicorns left in the world, but they’re still one of my favorite—”
“Tabitha,” Brinley interrupted, “what are you talking about?”
“Well,” Tabitha said, “if you were painting your own room, where would you put your very favorite picture?”
Brinley thought about her bedroom back on Earth. She had several of her own drawings pinned up around the walls, but her favorite was pinned to the ceiling above her bed. It was a drawing of her father bending over their old GMC, wrenching on the engine. The shading in that piece was some of her best ever. She’d put it there because she liked looking at it right before she fell asleep.
“You’re right,” she said to Tabitha. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it. What is it, then?”
“It’s a lake, silly,” Tabitha said, giggling.
Brinley punched her playfully. “I know it’s a lake. But which one? Did he make it up or was this his favorite lake? If it was his favorite, and my mother knew that, then it would have been a good place to hide him, don’t you think?”
“Hmm, maybe. Except for the fact that it’s painted on the ceiling in his bedroom.”
“Right,” Brinley said. “That might give away the secret to anyone trying to find him. But then, nobody can come here except the Magemother and the mages, and, you know, people I say can come here.”
“But the Magemother was hiding him from one of the mages. Lux,” Tabitha pointed out.
“Right.”
They stared at the lake for a while, deep in thought.
Finally, Tabitha said, “I don’t recognize it. Do you?”
“Nope.”
“Do you think that Animus or Belsie might recognize it?”
“Nope.”
“Why?” Tabitha asked. “They’ve lived on Aberdeen longer than anybody.”
“Because,” Brinley said, “the painting has been changed.”
“What?”
“Look.” She showed several places where the paint was heavier, around the bottom of the lake and across the whole left side. If it hadn’t been for her own artistic talents, she would never have noticed the subtle changes in the color.
“Part of it was painted over by someone else long after the original work,” she finished.
Tabitha looked very impressed. “Do you think that the Magemother did it to throw off Tennebris and hide where she really put him?”
Brinley shrugged. “Maybe. Probably. Or Unda did it himself.”
Tabitha was inspecting the lake again. “We still have the whole right side of the painting,” she said. “That has to help, doesn’t it? You could show it to Animus and Belsie and everyone and maybe they will be able to tell which lake it is. And you can draw it too, so that we can have a copy with us when we go looking for it. We are going to look for it, aren’t we?”
“Yes,” Brinley said. “I guess those rocks on the right are pretty unique. It’s better than nothing.” She plucked the pencil from her hair, took out her notebook, and settled down to draw.
Tabitha nodded. “Much better.”
It felt good to draw. She was worried at first. It had been a while since she had done it. So much had changed in her life that she hardly felt like the same person anymore. She would not have been surprised if she had forgotten how to draw altogether, but luckily that wasn’t the case. In a minute the page was covered in a rough outline of the lake, and she could tell that it was good. An hour later she had a near perfect copy of the right half of the painting. Hopefully it would be good enough for someone to identify it. If not, it was going to be a long, boring chore to visit every single lake in Aberdeen.
“What do you think?” Brinley said, turning her drawing around and glancing up at Tabitha.
Tabitha was fishing for something in her coat, and froze as a large belching croak echoed out of it.
“Tabitha!” Brinley said. “What on earth do you have in there?”
Tabitha looked startled, but quickly brightened. “This is as good a time as any,” she said. “Look who I brought, Brinley! It was going to be a surprise, but, well, surprise!” And she stuck her hand into one of the larger pockets, withdrawing a very fat and dizzy-looking toad. “This is Miah,” she said. “Short for Jeremiah.” She gave the toad a sympathetic look. “Doesn’t like his real name at all, poor thing, so I had to shorten it.” She placed him on the bed theatrically, and he flopped over sideways.
“Tabitha,” Brinley said slowly, keeping her eyes on the creature. “Why do you have a toad?”
“To cheer you up,” Tabitha said brightly. “I remembered how you told me about the frogs where you come from and, well, I couldn’t find any frogs that wanted to come, but toads are always keen for a good journey and they don’t mind bouncing around a bit inside a coat and—”
“Tabitha.”
Tabitha nodded several times and then threw her arms in the air, dropping into a straddle and bellowing in her most enthusiastic singsong voice, “We’re going to teach him ginastics!”
Brinley grinned. “Gymnastics,” she corrected.
“Oh,” Tabitha said. “Yes, that. I know how you’ve always wanted to, and I’ve been practicing my Toadish just so I can translate for you. Your dream’s finally going to come true, Brinley!”
Brinley stared at her in amazement and then their eyes went to the toad together. He attempted to sit up, belching loudly again, then swayed on the spot and toppled over.
He was asleep as soon as he hit the covers.



Chapter Eight
In which Hugo hits an old man with a stick
On the fourth day of their travels, Hugo shook Animus awake in the early hours of the morning.
“What time is it?” Animus said. “Is something wrong?” He squinted at the brightening sky. The sun was not quite up, and the moon was not quite down.
“No,” Hugo said. “I heard it. I heard it, Animus!”
Animus smiled, got to his feet, and began to pack up their campsite. “Tell me,” he said.
Hugo recounted the story. He had awakened several minutes earlier with his eyes locked on the moon. It looked incredibly large to him when he woke; the moon had filled his whole vision, as if he could have reached out and touched it. “And then I heard it,” he said. “I didn’t realize what it was at first. I thought it was just the sound of my own head, you know? It was beautiful. Like a wind chime—no, it wasn’t like that. It was like, like…” he trailed off, at a complete loss for words.
“Like a glass violin,” Animus offered, nodding knowingly. “But as bright as a bell.”
Hugo’s expression went blank as he remembered it. “Yes,” he said. “That’s it exactly. Animus, how did you know that?”
“Lux described it to me once. Did it change when the sun came out?”
“Yeah—yes,” Hugo said. “It sounded different when the sunlight started to brighten the sky. Quieter…almost sad.”
Animus nodded. “You have done well. But moonlight is the easiest to hear. When you train your mind to be quiet enough to hear the sunlight, you may begin to learn to feel it as well, and use its power. That is your next assignment.”
“Fine,” Hugo said, rolling up his blanket. “But you have to help me with something else first.”
“Oh? What is that?”
Hugo held up two long sticks.
***
“Is this really necessary?” Cannon asked, holding one of the sticks before him with disdain. “Animus, I demand to know why you insist on subjecting me to this.”
“Because I do,” Animus said simply, settling himself down beside their little cookfire and checking on his tea.
Hugo grinned and Cannon swallowed whatever retort he had been preparing.
“It’s all in the footwork,” Hugo said, dancing around to illustrate. “Though you shouldn’t let me hit you, either.”
“Indeed,” Cannon said, and without further ado lunged at Hugo, swinging the stick harder than was really necessary.
“Hey!” Hugo exclaimed, dancing away from the tip of Cannon’s stick. Then he was laughing, parrying Cannon’s blows easily. He went on the offensive then, smiling at how effortless it was to control the fight. It wasn’t much of a challenge. He could tell that he would beat Cannon quickly if he gave it his full effort, but he wanted to drag this out as long as he could. Cannon’s face had broken into a sweat, and Hugo was pushing him back, forcing him towards the cookfire.
“Hugo,” Animus warned. “If you make him spill my tea…” He raised a threatening finger and Hugo got the message, swooping around Cannon in an attempt to disarm him instead. Cannon, to Hugo’s surprise, moved away in time to avoid him.
“Very good,” Hugo said, grinning.
“Don’t patronize me,” Cannon said, and he lunged at Hugo, attacking with a haphazard barrage of downward cuts. Hugo had to concentrate a bit harder to parry them all, and the last one caught him slightly by surprise, unbalancing him. An overpowering gust of wind struck him broadside at that moment, sending the stick out of his hand and flinging his body to the ground.
Hugo gasped for breath, looking around in the grass for his stick and trying to ignore the sound of Cannon chuckling. “Hey,” he said, getting to his feet, “no powers.”
Cannon shrugged. “Whatever.”
Hugo picked up his stick, flashed Cannon a friendly smile and then darted forward, unleashing a series of jabs in quick succession and forcing Cannon to retreat again. Hugo didn’t hold anything back this time, and in a matter of seconds he was holding both of the sticks while Cannon stood there, empty-handed.
Animus laughed and slapped his thigh enthusiastically, nearly spilling his tea. “A good lesson for you, my apprentice,” he said. “It seems that you do not know everything after all. Not yet, at least.”
Cannon flopped beside the fire and poured himself a cup of tea, grumbling something under his breath.
“What’s that?” Animus asked pleasantly.
Cannon glanced at his master out of the corner of his eye. “I don’t suppose you could show me how it’s done?”
Animus sipped at his tea. “I daresay, I could,” he said. “But I will refrain.”
Cannon nodded knowingly. “Of course,” he said. “No doubt you’re feeling a bit unsteady at your age, master. We wouldn’t want you getting hurt.”
Animus frowned. “Point your manipulation elsewhere, young man.”
“Oh, come on,” Hugo said. “I’m just getting warmed up. One of you has to give me another bout. Please? I promise I’ll whine all day if you don’t.”
“Oh, very well,” Animus said. “Though I daresay you’ll whine all day anyway.” He stood and stretched so that his back popped in several places. He walked over to Hugo and took a stick, whispering under his breath as he did so. “I really am too old for things like this, Hugo. Not that I ever had much interest in them. I pray, do not injure me too badly.”
Hugo held his own stick up enthusiastically. It felt good to use his muscles for something other than walking. It was awfully sporting for Animus to join in the fun, but he would have to be careful not to injure the old man. He lunged at the mage, who sidestepped with more dexterity than Hugo expected and knocked him on the back of the head.
“Ow!” Hugo said in surprise.
Animus shrugged. “I said I was uninterested, not ignorant.”
Hugo smiled, bringing his stick around again and advancing more carefully. “When did you learn swordplay?” he asked.
“Long ago,” Animus said. “Gadjihalt taught me. We were good friends in those days.”
Hugo’s sword arm went limp in surprise and Animus smacked his left knee sharply.
“Ouch! Wait—Gadjihalt? The Betrayer? You knew him?”
Animus raised an eyebrow. “Of course.”
“But then, how old are you?” Hugo said. “I mean, I knew you were old, but…”
Cannon snorted from the direction of the fire. “Subtle.”
Animus raised his stick again and Hugo countered the attack. “I was born,” Animus said, “just before the first Paradise king.” He smiled reminiscently. “When Gadjihalt taught me the sword, I was still a young man. Not yet twenty years old—barely more than a child, and not yet an apprentice to the Mage of Wind. Gadjihalt was the first knight of King Rhendin Paradise. That was many years before he betrayed the king.”
“Wow,” Hugo mumbled, trying to count the years. Animus really was old.
Animus struck him another blow on the arm. “Focus.”
“How exactly did Gadjihalt betray the king?” Hugo asked. “You must know. The history books never say. They all avoid the subject, like it’s something you should not speak of.”
“True enough,” Animus said. “What do you know already?”
“I know that he was Rhendin’s most trusted knight, and that he betrayed him to Shael. He let him into the city, I think. Opened the gate and just let Shael’s army in. But I don’t understand why he would do that. Was he always evil? Oh, sorry.” He had slipped past Animus’s guard and knocked him a firm blow in the ribs.
Animus stopped to rub the spot, leaning on his stick. “No,” he said, “I think not. But he always had his own demons…Shael had great power then. He made Gadjihalt an offer that he couldn’t refuse.”
Hugo sat on the ground to stretch. He was breathing hard. “What was it?”
“Eternal life.”
Hugo stopped, glancing up. “Really?
Animus shrugged. “That he actually had it in his power to give, I doubt. But it was just the thing that would twist Gadjihalt’s mind, play off his demons. His parents died when he was young, you see—in a fire, I believe. I do not think that he ever overcame the pain of their passing, the pain that death had brought into his life. The fear of death is common, but Gadjihalt was uncommonly afraid.”
Hugo nodded. “Is he still alive?”
“Very likely. He became Shael’s most trusted servant, and the leader of his armies during the war. If he is still alive, he must be feeling his age, as Shael would not be able to sustain whatever spell kept Gadjihalt young from inside his prison. I expect that he is hiding somewhere in the Wizard’s Ire. He was wounded, I believe, when he defeated the dragon, Kuzo. As far as I know, he has not left the Ire since then.”
“He killed a dragon?” Hugo said, looking impressed.
Animus looked sorrowful. “Yes…the last dragon. He came one day, to avenge the death of his companion, who died at the hands of Shael. Gadjihalt killed him, so the rumor goes. How, I cannot imagine…but then there was never another fighter that could match Gadjihalt’s skill.
Hugo was frowning. “I still don’t understand how he broke his vow of loyalty to King Rhendin. Even in those days the knights took oaths to the king, didn’t they? And sacred oaths to the king are binding. They have magic in them. There are other knights in history who broke their oaths—lied to the king and other stuff—and died on the spot. Why didn’t his oath bind him?”
Animus held up a finger. “That was the most troublesome part, especially to Rhendin. However, such magic has little to do with the wind, and as such I am not an expert. If I had to hazard a guess, I would say that Shael was powerful enough to protect Gadjihalt from the effects of breaking his oath. But, if that is true, while Shael’s imprisonment keeps his magic at bay, then Gadjihalt may indeed be dead, or at least suffering greatly.”
Hugo shivered. “I don’t like the idea of knights being able to betray the king.”
Animus laughed. “I should think not, seeing as how you will be the king someday.” He tossed the stick aside and rubbed his ribs again. “That will have to be enough. An old man can only take so many bruises.” Animus shouldered his pack. “I have enjoyed our conversation, but in the best interest of my feet, I think we need silence again. You should practice listening to the sun. There is still the matter of learning to travel like a proper mage.”



Chapter Nine
In which Tabitha is mistaken for dinner
Brinley walked through a land of endless lakes. They looked golden in the evening light as the sun hit them from a steep angle. Why was she alone? How did she get here? She couldn’t remember. All she remembered was that she was looking for Unda.
She came up to the edge of an especially large lake and brushed the surface of the water. “Unda?” she called. Nothing happened. Then hands shot out of the water, grabbed her, and pulled her under before she could scream.
The water changed to leaves and she climbed out of a tall pile beneath a giant oak. Why was she in the leaves? She couldn’t remember.
She heard a tapping sound and went to investigate. She found Lignumis next to a horrible, black, twisted tree. He was cutting a thin shaving of wood from the tree with a silver knife. “What are you doing?” she asked. “We shouldn’t be here.”
“I had to,” he said, not looking up at her. “You’re not doing anything, so I had to.”
“No,” she pleaded. “Come back with me.” She glanced back at the woods behind her, looking for a safe path out, but the forest was gone.
She saw a silver orb shine through the darkness. It swung back and forth before her, and then it swung away. Her father was standing there behind it, calling for her. He couldn’t see her, couldn’t hear her. She ran to him, but as she ran she began to shrink. The closer she got to him, the smaller she became. She was the size of a football, a baseball, a plum, a toothpick. When she was the size of an ant, someone scooped her into a small crystal vial. It was the man with the head of a snake that she had seen in Habis’s kitchen. He corked the end of the vial and held her up, bringing her close to his beady black eye. “Let me in,” he said. Then he dropped the vial and she fell into oblivion.
Brinley jolted awake. Her body was covered in cold sweat and she was breathing hard.
“It was just a dream,” she told herself. “Just a dream.” She forced herself to lie back down and found herself staring at Unda’s painting on the ceiling above her. She and Tabitha had decided to sleep in Unda’s bed, but she wished they hadn’t; it was small and hard, and Tabitha moved around and made small animal noises in her sleep. She wondered how Unda got any sleep at all. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe he just lay there and thought about deep things and wrote in his journals.
She stared at the lake above her, wondering where it might be. She took a few moments to contact the mages and share the image with them, but nobody recognized it, not even Belterras. She didn’t know what to do next. Fly all over Aberdeen looking for a phantom lake, she guessed.
What she needed was some direction.
She closed her eyes as the images from her dream came back to her. Did they mean anything? Were these the visions she was supposed to receive? She dismissed the thought. Most likely it was just a dream, a nightmare like any other. She shivered, remembering how it felt to be trapped in that tiny vial. Without thinking, she pulled the crystal vial out of her bag and turned it over in her hand. Was she still alive in there? She shook her head.
I have to stop thinking like that, she thought, and returned the vial to her bag. As she did so, her fingers brushed something. It was the button that Maggie had given her. She smiled faintly at it, and then her smile disappeared. Winter was coming. It would bring the cold southern winds down the streets of Caraway, into Maggie’s shack. Then the snow would come. How had she survived for so many years on her own? Surely it could not have been comfortable. She wished there was something she could do. She was supposed to look out for people in need. Her jaw tensed. She couldn’t even get that part right.
She rolled out of bed and followed her feet out of Unda’s chambers. Wandering alone seemed like the thing to do, especially since she couldn’t get anything else right. Aimless wandering was a hard thing to mess up.
As she walked, she became vaguely aware that a deep part of her must have accepted the castle as home. It was the only thing that accounted for her being so comfortable in it. Eventually, she stumbled out of her thoughts and realized that she had found her way into the Magemother’s throne room. It was a beautiful space with tall ceilings and the same polished glass floor that ran through the rest of the castle. On the opposite end of the room, behind the Magemother’s throne, a waterfall of light fell from the ceiling.
She looked around warily. The last time she had been in here, she had not been alone. Her mother had been there, and Habis, and Hugo…and Tennebris. She shook her head, dismissing the memory. He was dead now. Hugo was the new Mage of Light and Darkness, and he was okay. The darkness was still in check.
She strode across the room then, realizing why she had come. What she needed was some direction. She walked into the strands of falling light and closed her eyes at the sensation. Everything bad fell away from her, and she realized that just by living, she had acquired some sort of mortal tarnish made of fear and loneliness.
She breathed deeply. Her body felt warm and strong. Her mind was sharp, clear. She opened her eyes to a strange scene. A chestnut horse stood beside her, and a road stretched ahead. On the far side of the road, across from her, there was a black rider on a black horse. His head was covered, his face veiled. He gestured to her, indicating that she should mount the horse to her side.
She closed her eyes. This was not what she wanted. She wanted to speak with the gods. She didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of this earlier. She wanted to ask them what she should do. She focused on that thought, prayed that as she opened her eyes again the horse and rider would be gone, that she would see the golden room and archway like she had last time. But it was not to be. The black rider still stared at her from beneath his hood.
She wondered if this might be a different kind of portal, that instead of walking through an archway, she had to ride a horse—no, race a horse—before she could gain an audience with the gods.
She mounted her horse and immediately it lurched into motion, speeding down the road at a full gallop. She glanced across the road and saw the dark rider bent over his own steed, pressing ahead. They were coming up on the end of the road. The dark rider beat her there and dismounted. He left his horse as she rode up. He walked to a large black tub of water with a familiar, arrogant stride. Who did it remind her of?
The tub was tall and deep and it shone with a clear iridescence, as if it had been hewn out of a single black crystal. He paused at the water, looking confused, then returned to his horse. The veil fell from his face as he mounted, and she gasped. It was Hugo, and yet not Hugo. His features were dark, twisted, as if she were seeing them through a nightmarish lens. She blinked, and she was back at the beginning of the road. They were starting the race over again, and the rider was not Hugo, but the man with the snake’s head.
She lost track of how many times her opponent beat her, how many times he dismounted eagerly, only to puzzle at the tub of water and return to his horse. Sometimes he was Hugo, sometimes he was the snake-man. She tried to win every time; every time, she failed. It was as if her opponents were just faster, stronger.
On the tenth race (or maybe it was twentieth), she felt a sort of rage, a sense of desperation. She had to win. She had to beat him to the pool. She didn’t know why, but she knew that she must do it. She felt something well up inside her, releasing like a spring uncoiling in her gut. The force of it rushed out of her body like an invisible wave, and then into her horse. It was the force of pure will, perhaps, or the need of her heart. She didn’t know, but whatever it was, it worked.
She beat Dark Hugo to the water and dismounted. As soon as she stood before the tub she knew instinctively what she had to do. She wondered why Hugo had not. She placed her cupped hands in the water, filled them, brought them to her lips, and drank.
Flat black steps like slabs of stone rose out of the water and curved around and above her. She climbed the first one, then the second. She fought back a fear of falling as she climbed the third and fourth, for the steps floated freely in the air with nothing around them to hold onto, and nothing between them to prevent her from falling. With each new step they were a little farther apart until on the sixth and seventh, she had to reach up with her arms and let her legs dangle in the air as she pulled herself up. She had to jump to reach the last one.
She was easily twenty feet up now. A fall could seriously injure her, but she pressed on. Need drove her. She knew instinctively what was waiting at the top of the steps. She jumped, slipped, grabbed at the smooth face of the stone, and slid backwards. Hands caught her, pulled her up, set her on her feet. Arms embraced her, held her close.
“Why did it take you so long to come?” a warm voice asked, holding her tightly as she trembled.
She pulled back from him, looked into the face of the god that had created Aberdeen. His eyes were blue; his brown hair sat on a high forehead. His wife stood beside him. She had the same clear blue eyes. She reached out and squeezed Brinley’s shoulder.
“I don’t know,” Brinley said. “I forgot. I don’t know how.”
“It is easy to forget who you are,” he said. “The challenge of life is to live in remembrance.”
She nodded. “I’m sorry. I have questions. I have so many questions. Where are the mages hidden? Where is my father? How can I find them? What is the keyword for the bridge?”
His blue eyes flashed, but he said nothing.
“Tell me what to do,” she begged.
His wife smiled. “That is not the way,” she said. “The answers that you seek are all before you. You will find them when you need them.”
And he said, “What else do you seek?”
She felt her mind go blank. What else was there? After all that, was he really going to tell her nothing? Do nothing for her? She felt a silent anger seize her heart. “What about my dreams?”
“Dreams are there to reveal your own mind to you,” he said, giving her a significant look. “Yours are filled with fear.”
“What am I afraid of?” she asked.
“You fear that you are not enough.” he said, touching her heart. “You fear that your friends will abandon you, as your mother did when you were a child. You fear that you will fail her, and your father.”
His words cut like glass. “That’s not true,” she said. “I know my mother left me because she loved me.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Your mind knows that,” he said. “Your heart does not.”
She glared at him. “You aren’t helping,” she said. “I’m the Magemother. You’re supposed to help me.”
He smiled at her again, his blue eyes reflecting some inner fire that she could not see. “I have given you everything that you need to succeed. What else do you want?” He touched her head with his hand and light fell from it like liquid gold, falling over her, enfolding her with warmth. She closed her eyes, breathing it in, and felt her questions seep out of her like sand. Her mind relaxed. She couldn’t remember why she had been troubled at all. Everything was just as it should be.
She opened her eyes, took a step, and was back in the throne room. Her mind fell over the things that she had seen, the things that she had heard. She wasn’t sure she had really learned anything useful, but she did feel better. If nothing else, it was a relief that the gods were not as worried as she was. They didn’t seem worried at all, in fact.
There was something else that was bothering her: she knew she would not be able to hold on to the peace that lingered in her now. Her fears, her worries, they would return soon, as they always did.
She kicked a stone, and it skidded across the hard floor. She picked it up, thinking that it was an odd place for a stone to be. It was smooth, black, perfectly round, and flat. It fit perfectly into the palm of her hand. It was solid, warm. It reminded her of the way the gods had made her feel. Solid. Warm. Fearless. She put it in her pocket. Maybe carrying a reminder would help.
She found Tabitha looking for her in the entrance hall. She met the other girl at the front doors. “Oh, there you are. Are we done?” Tabitha said. “Where are we going next?”
“To search,” Brinley said.
“For Unda’s lake?” Tabitha asked. She grinned excitedly, absently turning one shoulder into a wing momentarily; she was ready to be a bird again.
“For Unda’s lake.”
***
Later, on the shore of the sixteenth lake that they had checked that day, Brinley was crouched on a flat rock that jutted out over the water, comparing her drawing to the view before her. Tabitha stood behind her, changing out of the swan shape and into her own.
Brinley sighed, letting the notebook drop to the ground. “This isn’t it either,” she said.
“But it is a very lovely lake, isn’t it?” the other girl said pleasantly. She held up her hand to block the sun, which was low in the western sky. “And it is such a hot day. Come and put your feet in the water.”
“No,” Brinley said. “We can do a couple more before the sun goes down. Let’s go.”
Tabitha shook her head and sat down. “I’m tired,” she said. “I’ve been flying all day, you know.” She rubbed her arms. “I think they need a break.”
Brinley put a hand to her head and sat down beside Tabitha at the water’s edge. “Oh, geez. I forgot! I’m sorry, Tabitha.” She was glad for the rest herself, and she knew the water was going to feel good on her feet. She took her boots off, then laid her socks out on the rock and dipped her toes in the water; it was ice cold, in a refreshing sort of way.
“What else have you got in here?” Tabitha asked, picking up the notebook and thumbing through it.
“Nothing,” Brinley said, lunging for it, but Tabitha held it out of reach. “Brinley, it’s beautiful,” she said, staring in awe at a page. “It’s me!”
Brinley had drawn a quick portrait of Tabitha one night, just to experiment, and it hadn’t turned out too badly, but she didn’t know about beautiful.
“Ooh ooh,” Tabitha cooed eagerly, handing the book back. “Do another one!” She struck a ridiculous pose and fluttered her eyes in what Brinley guessed was supposed to be an alluring fashion.
Brinley laughed and began to draw. A few minutes later she handed the completed sketch to Tabitha, who shrieked and dropped it. “You gave me antlers! And a mane!” She put a hand to the top of her head and grinned. “Actually, I look pretty good in antlers. Brinley, can you give me feathers?”
After feathering Tabitha, Brinley drew Cassis, then Belterras, then Animus, and then the world came crashing back down on her as she began to sketch Unda. She had forgotten her worries as she played with Tabitha.
She drew Unda from memory, but made him older. When she finished, there was something in his eyes that she had not intended to put there. Worry, she thought, and before she closed the book she wondered if the worry belonged to him, or if some of her own had leaked out onto the page.
“Tabitha?” she said, looking up.
Tabitha was fishing in the pockets of her coat for something. Finally, she drew out a small paper bag filled with tiny cut-up apple pieces. They were so old now that they were brown and nearly dry, but Tabitha didn’t seem to mind. She popped one in her mouth and threw several others into the lake.
Brinley sighed. Tabitha had done this at every single lake, claiming that it was the best way to test for sea dragons. “I don’t think there are any here,” Brinley said patiently, but Tabitha waved her into silence.
“You never know what you will find in a lake,” she said. “There are sea dragons here somewhere. There have to be! Belsie said a whole family of them came up the river from the sea and were never heard from again!” She plopped back down beside Brinley and dropped her feet in the water, then slipped into the lake.
“Tabitha, you’ll freeze!” Brinley said.
Tabitha shrugged. “I doubt it,” she said. She twisted in the water and vanished. In the space where she had been, a tiny minnow leapt twice above the water. Brinley stretched and crossed her legs, settling down on the warm rock to watch the minnow swim. The water was clear, and she could track its movements from a surprising distance. It moved to and fro, darting under rocks, exploring, then diving into the depths of the lake. It returned after a few minutes and began to circle lazily.
Brinley stretched out on the warm rock and rested her head in her hands. She wondered what it would be like to have that kind of power. If she could be a fish or a bird, she would disappear for a week just to think. Well, maybe when she was younger she would have done that. Now she had too many responsibilities to disappear. She thought of her mother, trapped in the naptrap, and of her father, trapped who knew where. She thought of Shael and his dark forest and his monsters and his malice, and how they threatened to pour over a bridge into her world.
Finally, she let her worries slip away and watched the fish. It swam with a perfect, relaxed rhythm. Left, right, left, right, left. She watched it for a long time, longer than she realized, and drifted off to sleep in the rays of the setting sun.
Brinley woke in the little bedroom of Habis’s invisible house and couldn’t remember how she had gotten there. “Tabitha?” she called, and jumped out of bed to check the room next door. She wasn’t in there.
“Tabitha?” she called, walking down the hallway. The door to Habis’s storage room was open. She thought she heard a faint tinkling sound coming from within. She entered it, walked past the rows and rows of jars and boxes and books, looking for the source of the noise. Finally, she found it and stopped in her tracks. In the very center of the massive room there was a veritable mountain of naptraps: tiny crystal bottles stacked ten feet high in the shape of a giant pyramid. There were thousands of them.
“Gotcha,” a voice whispered in her ear, and she screamed.
She felt a hand brush her pocket and turned to see Hugo backing away from her. There was a wicked grin on his strange, darkened face, and in his hand he held her mother’s naptrap.
“No!” Brinley cried, feeling in her pocket for the naptrap, but sure enough, it was gone. He had stolen it.
Hugo laughed and tossed it over his shoulder so that it landed on the pyramid. She thought maybe, just maybe, she might find it. She had seen where it had landed.
Then Hugo gave a high, cold laugh and kicked the pyramid. It toppled over, falling into itself and flowing across the floor in a cacophony of shattering glass.
“NO!” Brinley screamed. “NO! MOTHER!”
The stream of crystal vials grew, forming into a wave. It chased her across the floor. She searched for the door, but couldn’t find it. The wave swallowed shelf after shelf as it chased her. Finally, when there was no place else to run, it swallowed her too, and sunlight blinded her.
She blinked and held her hand up to block the sun. She was standing on the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. Cassis was there, along with Animus, Archibald, and Cannon. They were all staring at her gravely. Archibald looked sad.
“We’ve figured it out,” Cassis said. “We know why the bridge is failing.”
Cannon gave her a disgusted look. “It’s you,” he said. “The Magemother is in charge of these things.”
“No,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”
Archibald placed a hand on her shoulder. He looked sad. “I’m afraid it is all your fault, my dear,” he said. He looked at the others. “We shouldn’t blame her. Not everyone is cut out to be a good Magemother.”
Animus nodded. “True, true,” he said. “Nothing she can do about that. Just a bad egg. A pity she is not more like her mother.”
Tears were rolling down Brinley’s face. “I’m sorry!” she said. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I didn’t know.” She squeezed her eyes tightly against the disappointment in their faces, and when she opened them again she was in Cornith.
The king’s city was empty, covered in a blanket of winter snow. She shivered, wishing that she had a coat, and then found that she had one on. That was nice. But what was she doing here? She couldn’t remember. She shrugged it off, walking towards the castle. There would be warm fires there. She could stay up all night talking with Hugo and Tabitha and they could get hot chocolate in the kitchen.
She stopped as a faint sound reached her ears. She turned, looking for the source, but heard only the soft, feathery sound of snowflakes landing on the ground with a whisper. She took another few steps to the castle and heard it again, more clearly this time.
Whimpering.
Who on earth would be out at this hour? She followed the noise and stopped in an alley between two tall buildings. The whimpering came again, directly below her, filtering faintly through the piled snow. She dropped to her hands and knees and dug at the snow until she hit the cold, hard stone of the street. Her hands moved, searching, digging, until they hit metal. In another minute she had dug out a drain grate. A dark, frostbitten hand slid through the grate slowly and wrapped itself around the cold metal. A face peered out at her, pale, sickly.
“Maggie,” Brinley whispered. “What are you doing down there?”
“It’s the only place I could find,” she said. “My shed burned down. I couldn’t build another.” A tear pooled in one eye and she raised her hands. “The season was over. I couldn’t make any money.” She squinted, and then her face changed in sudden recognition. “Magemother, I thought you cared. Why did you leave me? I don’t have anyone.”
“I know,” Brinley said, bending over to tug on the grate. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m here now.” She tugged on the grate again but it would not budge.
Maggie shook her head. “It’s too late,” she said. “I died.” As she said it, the life went out of her body and she fell onto the frozen floor of the sewer hole.
Brinley stared at her motionless form in disbelief, and then it changed. Maggie’s worn face changed into the flat, calculating face of a snake, its beady eyes glowing with life. The man with the head of a snake shifted in Maggie’s empty grave and lunged for her. “Let me in,” he cried.
Brinley woke. The sun was nearly down now. There was a miniature yellow songbird perched on her hand. The tiny minnow that was Tabitha swam in a small circle in the water next to her. Brinley felt herself relax. It was just a dream, she told herself. Just a dream, like the others. She closed her eyes, willing the image of Maggie in the frozen sewer to leave her mind, but it wouldn’t. She had to do something.
Brinley’s eyes shot open again. There was a bird on her hand! She jumped in surprise, sending the little bird fluttering, but it righted itself with a few quick beats of its wings and returned to her wrist, where she stared at it warily. “Tabitha?” she said. But the bird simply cocked its head and ruffled its feathers impatiently. “Uh, Tabitha,” Brinley called, glancing at the minnow in the water. “I need you.” The minnow didn’t respond. Holding the bird carefully on her hand, Brinley cast about for a stone or something to kick into the water.
She felt a rush of air on her shoulder and glanced up to see a large bird gliding toward the water. It was very large, with a deep, round bill like a pelican, and it was…hunting.
“Oh, no!” she said aloud. “Don’t!”
But it was too late. The bird snatched Tabitha from the water and circled away. Then several things happened at once: the minnow grew and the bird slipped in the air and Tabitha was hanging onto the bird’s legs with both hands, at which point the bird gave a startled squawk and fell out of the sky.
Tabitha rolled on the soft grass as she landed.
“Well, I never!” she said, wagging her finger at the bird, who looked like it might die of fright. “You need to be more careful, or what you catch might end up catching you.” When she was finished, the poor thing scuttled away to a safe distance on foot before taking off again.
“Brinley,” Tabitha said, brushing herself off. “Don’t tell Belsie about that, okay? Oh, what do you have there?” She picked up the little bird from Brinley’s wrist and became instantly excited. “Why, it’s Peanut!”
“Who?” Brinley asked, peering at the bird.
“Peanut,” Tabitha said. “I trained him to carry messages between us and Archibald.”
Brinley blinked, remembering how Archibald had said they had devised a way to communicate with each other. “Archibald can talk to birds?”
Tabitha gave a weary sigh. “Not very well, though I’ve been coaching him. But Peanut is a wonderful listener, aren’t you, Peanut?” she said, smiling at him. She dug into the pocket of her dress and brought out a small handful of seed, which the bird took to at once.
“Well,” Brinley said after a moment. “What does he say?”
“Give him a minute,” Tabitha said protectively.
Brinley sighed and began to tap her foot, but the bird finished the seeds quickly and then began to sing.
“Oh, my,” Tabitha said, nodding encouragingly. “And then what happened?”
After what seemed like an incredible amount of time, Tabitha began to translate. “He says that Archibald arrived in Ninebridge and found his acquaintance, but that the person—a cat, yes?—ran from him, and now he’s chasing it.”
“A cat?” Brinley asked, bewildered. “What is he doing chasing a cat?”
Tabitha tweeted something to the bird and it sang a reply. “Oh,” she said, nodding. “It’s a magical cat.”
“Is he in any danger?” Brinley asked.
“It sounds like it,” Tabitha returned a moment later.
“Well, then send Peanut back and make sure he’s okay.”
Tabitha nodded. She chatted with the bird for another minute and then released it to the sky. “What now?” she asked, looking around. “Are we going to camp?”
Brinley shook her head. “I’m not tired. I just had a nap. You?”
“No,” Tabitha said. “Being a fish is very restful.”
“Hey, that’s right,” Brinley said, remembering. “I didn’t even know you could be a fish! When did you learn that?”
Tabitha’s eyes went wide. She had never told Brinley about her accidental trip into the nymph kingdom to rescue Archibald. There were many things that she had learned there, about Archibald being Brinley’s father, about Brinley’s mother growing up in the nymph kingdom. She had promised Archibald that she would say nothing about it. It was his business anyway, finding a way to tell his daughter. She hadn’t known how to tell Brinley how she had promised to find the old Magemother, either. It didn’t seem necessary to talk about it, since that’s what they were doing anyway. It hadn’t seemed necessary to talk about any of it, in fact.
Brinley waved a hand in front of her face. “Tabitha? There you are. I was just saying how I didn’t know you could turn into a fish. That’s very hard, isn’t it? I thought you wouldn’t learn fish for a while yet.”
Tabitha nodded. “Belsie taught me,” she said simply.
Brinley beamed at her. “You never cease to amaze me, Tabitha. I never know what you’ll turn into next.”
Tabitha’s face went blank again. She was thinking of another creature she had formed, a shape she had taken in that dream world of the nymphs. She rarely let herself think about it. She never wanted to take that shape again, but at the same time she couldn’t wait for the moment when it would be necessary. The power of it, the freedom. It was exhilarating, unlike any other creature she had formed…and it was terrifying. She didn’t trust herself as much in that shape. Even now, she remembered the ancient craving for flight, for fire, and for death.
“Tabitha?”
Tabitha snapped back, seeing Brinley again. “Oh,” she said. “What?”
Brinley just smiled.
Tabitha shook herself, trying to remember what they had been talking about. “So,” she said. “Since we’re not tired, what will we do? Look at more lakes?”
“No more lakes,” Brinley said. She pulled out the wooden button that Maggie had given her and twirled it between her fingers. “I want to do something. Let’s fly.”
Tabitha took the swan shape again and they took flight, banking high over the lake. “Where do you want to go?”
“Back to Caraway,” she said. “I have an idea.”



Chapter Ten
In which Hugo skips rocks
Hugo and his companions camped on a little hill overlooking a lake. The sun was going down and Hugo sat apart from the other two in a foul mood. The day had not gone well at all. Animus had insisted on silence so that Hugo could listen to the sun, but for all his listening, he hadn’t heard a thing. He knew that Animus expected more progress, given his breakthrough that morning, but it just hadn’t come.
Hugo picked up a rock and chucked it into the lake. The sunset was beautiful, but he couldn’t see it, focused as he was on his frustrations. The only good thing that had happened that day, other than showing Cannon a thing or two about swordplay, was when Brinley had contacted him.
Shortly after they were on the road that morning she had reached out to him with a story about the Mage of Water. Apparently she had been searching Calypsis when she had come across a painting of a lake in Unda’s room. For whatever reason, she thought that’s where he might be hiding. She wanted to know if anyone recognized it, but no one had. Since then Hugo couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew where that lake was. He had been wrestling with it all day without success, like a forgotten word stuck on the tip of his tongue.
He tossed another rock at the water, skipping it across the surface this time. He smiled. Nine skips. Not bad.
A bird floated down from the evening air and alighted upon the water, and Hugo watched it, letting his mind go blank. The bird circled the little lake and dipped its head in, splashed water on its back, and dove for its dinner as Hugo watched. Finally, when the bird had glided around to the bank nearest him, it turned an eye on Hugo. Something in the gesture, the eye staring at him from the lake, triggered something. He sat bolt upright and gave a small shout. The bird squawked and darted away, glancing over its shoulder at him in annoyance.
From the fire, Animus called, “Everything okay?”
“Yeah,” Hugo said, waving his hand. “Everything’s fine.” He forced himself to sit back down, struggling to contain his excitement.
BRINLEY! he shouted, throwing his mind across the distance between himself and the Magemother.
Hugo? her voice came back quietly. Is that you?


I just realized where your lake is, he said, excitement bubbling out in his words. I was just sitting here, staring at this little lake, and it reminded me of another lake, and it hit me. Brinley, Unda’s lake is the Lake of Eyes!
Really? she asked. Are you sure?
I think so, he said. And it doesn’t surprise me either. Brinley, I never told you—I forgot, I guess, with everything that happened—but on the night that we met Peridot at the Lake of Eyes, I saw something…
What? she prompted.
Eyes. Big ones…They came up out of the lake and sort of watched me—I know it sounds ridiculous, but that’s what I saw—I mean, it’s called the Lake of Eyes, after all, so why shouldn’t it watch you, right? I think there is something living in that lake, Brinley, and I’m almost certain it’s the lake in the painting.


Hmm, she said, and Hugo guessed that she was studying the picture. Well, it doesn’t really look like the Lake of Eyes to me. I’ve only been there once, though. We’ll go check it out. I think Tabitha will want to go anyway, just because of the eyes. She’ll want to know what sort of creature has eyes like that. I expect she’ll think it’s her sea dragon. How many eyes did you see? Please don’t say two.


Dozens, Hugo said, grinning.
Poor Tabitha. Maybe I won’t tell her.


Poor you if those creatures are mean, and their bodies are as big as their eyes, Hugo said. Be careful.


I will, she said. Hugo, how are you feeling? Has anything new happened with our mutual friend?


Hugo thought about it. About the mirror, and what Animus had said about the name.
No, he said before he could stop himself. I mean, yes. But I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t think I can talk about it yet. I need to figure it out first. How about you? Learn anything new?


Brinley told him of her suspicions about where Lignumis might be and filled him in about what she had learned from Habis about the bark. He probably didn’t need to know, but she was talking and he was listening, so she rambled on as long as she could. When she had run out of things to say, she was silent, but neither of them broke the connection.
After a while, Brinley said, Hugo,
if being a mage without a master to train you is anything like being the Magemother without a Magemother to teach me, then I think it must be very hard. But we still have each other. Don’t forget that.
Hugo nodded, then said, Yeah, when he remembered that she couldn’t see him nodding. At her words, something moved inside him, something like gratitude, friendship, kindness, but different. He was glad that she understood.
Good night, Brinley, he said, and made his way to the fire to join the others.
He felt better. It was talking to Brinley that had done it; he would be able to sleep now. “Hey,” he said, sitting down, “it turns out today wasn’t a total waste of time. Brinley and I just figured out where Unda’s lake is.”



Chapter Eleven
In which a foundation is laid
“I need you to help me build a house,” Brinley said. She was standing with Cassis and Tabitha in a little secluded clearing in the trees outside the city of Cornith, with Caraway Castle gleaming in the valley beyond.
Cassis looked wary. Evidently this was not what he was expecting. “A house?”
Brinley nodded. “A house. I want you teach me about rock and metal, and help me build a house. It will be a special house. Each of the mages will help me. It will be a gift that only the Magemother could give.”
Tabitha beamed in sudden comprehension. “For Mad Maggie!” she exclaimed. “Oh, this is wonderful! I’m going to build birdhouses for her garden.” She scampered off into the trees in search of supplies.
Cassis cocked an eyebrow. “Mad Maggie?”
Brinley nodded. “A homeless woman in the city.”
Cassis fiddled with his robe thoughtfully, avoiding her gaze. “I will honor your wishes, of course,” he said. “But you should know that I do not approve of giving things to people for free. I think that they are better served by learning how to provide for themselves.”
Brinley nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t think she’s that kind of person. She works for her keep now, little as it is. She works the grinding wheels in a blacksmith’s shop.”
Cassis brightened. “She works with metal? That is good.”
Brinley nodded. “We can build her a workshop here.”
Cassis was rolling up his sleeves. “Yes. If her work is good, she’ll be close enough to the city to bring in business.”
“Where do we begin?” she asked.
Cassis smiled. “At the beginning,” he said. And with that, he began to teach her of stone.
She learned that every stone had its own consciousness, and that a new mind was born when a stone was broken or chipped or hewn away from its former self. Death, she found, was a thing that stone knew nothing of. Each piece remembered where it had come from, its lineage from mountain to boulder to river rock.
“Stones have long memories,” Cassis explained, and he taught her how to feel the life in a rock and place a memory inside of it so that she could carry it with her always.
She watched him as he drew hard, pure stone out of the earth in the center of the clearing and spread it across the ground like quicksilver. The liquid stone melded twigs and leaves as it passed, and it smelled like burning chalk. She guided him sometimes, and other times he created as he saw fit. They laid the foundation of a root cellar and gave her a round, comfortably sized living room and a short, narrow kitchen with a round stone window overlooking the city. On the side of the house Cassis drew out a long flat table of stone on the ground. Walls grew out of it on three sides, with the fourth left open, a pillar rising out of it to support the roof.
“It’s beautiful,” Brinley said appreciatively, laying a hand on his shoulder.
He breathed in deeply. “Ah, it feels good to create again. My mind has been riddled with questions of bridges and stone for too long.”
Brinley smiled. “I’m glad you had fun.”
“Fun?” he said thoughtfully, as if he was trying to remember what the word meant. “Yes. I suppose I did.” He gave a sharp laugh like a dog barking. “I can’t say that I’ve had this much fun since Chantra left.”
Brinley’s ears perked up. “Chantra?” she asked. “Were you two close?”
He shrugged. “Close enough,” he said. “It is hard to be very close with someone so much younger than yourself, but we spent a fair amount of time together. I was her favorite, I think.”
Brinley sat down on the now cool stone of Maggie’s new home. “I didn’t know that,” she said. “Can you tell me about her?”
Cassis leaned against the corner of the house thoughtfully. A hand strayed to his pointed gray beard, twisting it. “She was always on the move, Chantra. Always learning. Always wanting to see something new.” He barked a laugh. “And she loved rubies. I was always bringing them to her when I found them, and she was always wanting more. I remember the last time I saw her she was trying to get me to teach her how to see inside one.”
“See inside it?”
Cassis nodded. “There is a whole world inside of a stone,” he said. “Most never learn to find it. It is simple for me, being what I am, but it is a great feat of wizardry for others to see inside of a stone, much less enter it.”
Brinley blinked, startled. “What do you mean? Go inside it?” she asked.
He nodded, grinning. “Like I said, there is a whole world inside of a stone. If you could enter a cut gemstone you would find yourself in a place like a palace of glass, full of memory, patience, and peace.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “I spent a whole winter inside the emerald ring of the king of Caraway once, when I was young. I never told him.”
Brinley laughed. “And Chantra wanted to go inside a ruby? That makes sense. Her whole room was red. In fact, almost everything she owned was red. And she did have several rubies, come to think of it.”
Cassis nodded. “If there is any stone with fire in it, it is a ruby. I think she saw it as the bridge between our worlds, hers and mine. She wanted desperately to live in one. She said she would carry her house with her wherever she went.” He laughed again. “I think she would have figured it out too, if I’d had more time to teach her.” His face fell.
Brinley put a hand on his arm. “You will,” she said. “You’ll still get your chance.”
“Is she alive?” he asked, giving her a piercing look. “Can you feel her out there?”
“Yes,” Brinley said. “I can’t find her, but she’s definitely there.”
Cassis relaxed, looking up at the house. It looked like a ruin, nothing but a stone skeleton, but it had promise. “You are off to a good start,” he said. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “This is a kind thing to do,” he said quietly. “Something your mother would have done.”
Brinley felt her heart swell. Like my mother, she thought. Maybe things would turn okay after all. She surveyed the house. It was going to work, she thought. If nothing else, she could do this right.
A scraping sound made them both jump. Brinley turned and saw there was a bear walking towards them. A giant pile of twigs and bark and river rock was lashed to his back with string, and he grunted under the weight of it. Brinley’s eyes grew wide, staring as the beast grunted under the heavy load. When he reached them, he raised a sharp claw and severed the string, dumping his burden on the ground.
Tabitha trotted out of the woods behind it and patted it on the back. “Thanks,” she said brightly. “I couldn’t have done it without you!”
The bear sauntered back into the woods without a backward glance.
“I got supplies!” Tabitha said. “Oh, are we done? It’s beautiful! It looks cold, though.” She rubbed her arms with her hands, eyeing the open roof and the empty doors and windows. “Drafty.”
Cassis gave her a wry smile. “Doors of stone are difficult to open,” he said, “but there will be windows later, I think.” He glanced sideways at Brinley. “And a roof of glass, if need be.”
Brinley shook her head. “Windows, yes. But I will need to find Lignumis to build the roof. We will need wood. There’s no way around that. We’ll find him,” she added firmly, and Cassis nodded.
“I’m sure you will,” he said.
“Tabitha,” Brinley said, “the birdhouses will have to wait. We need to return Cassis to Ninebridge, and then we need to go to the Lake of Eyes. Hugo has remembered where Unda’s lake is.”
“Really?” Tabitha said. “The Lake of Eyes?” She clapped her hands. “That’s wonderful!” Then she yawned, and as her mouth opened it changed into the open beak of the black swan again. She turned, allowing Brinley to climb onto her back. Brinley fingered a small pebble in her hand as they rose into the sky.



Chapter Twelve
In which Hugo talks to himself in a mirror
Hugo spent the next day of his journey walking through field after field of sunflowers. The flowers were small at first, coming up to their knees, but by afternoon they were passing through fields in which the flowers stood taller than a man. They produced the best seeds in the land, Hugo knew. He had heard of their size, but had never seen them in person. He bent a stalk as they walked and began to pick seeds out of the flower’s face.
“Careful there,” Animus said.
“Why? AGH!” Hugo released the flower and backed away, gagging.
“A toxic gas is emitted by the flower if the seeds are picked prematurely,” Animus explained. “That one is not quite ripe.”
“I can see that,” Hugo said between coughs, waving a hand around his face. “How long does it take to wear off?”
Animus shrugged. He raised his hands and a warm breeze washed over Hugo, ruffling his hair and tossing the edges of his clothing before it subsided. He sniffed; the smell was gone.
“Thanks.” Hugo studied the seeds in his hand. He dropped them, unwilling to risk further surprises.
“Wise,” Animus said, turning back to the road.
The road, which was little more than a footpath, wound through the sunflowers so that they had to part a couple of plants in order to step through.
Hugo sniffed himself again just to make sure. Thankfully, the smell was truly gone. “No harm done,” he said.
“Unless the Magemother’s ogre is after us,” Animus’s voice came. “They have a remarkable sense of smell.”
Hugo did some quick calculations in his head. “He would have found us by now if he was after us. Where do you suppose it went after it attacked Brinley with that witch?”
“Who knows?” Animus said. “But we should probably keep our guard up.”
A few moments later, Hugo nearly ran into Animus. He and Cannon had stopped right in front of him. “Hey, why did we stop?”
“Shh,” Animus said, then he vanished. A summer wind fluttered away from the spot through the sunflowers and Hugo and Cannon were left alone.
“Excellent,” Hugo muttered. But Cannon waved him into silence.
“I think he sensed something,” Cannon whispered.
Hugo was trying to decide whether they should stay put or continue on when he heard what must have stopped Animus: a thrashing sound, like something large moving through the field. It was coming straight toward them. He and Cannon darted down the path. Whatever it was, it didn’t sound friendly. Hopefully Animus was out there, watching its progress. The fact that the mage had not returned was a good thing, he hoped. It meant that he wasn’t in any real danger just yet.
With a final crash, something broke through the line of sunflower stalks. It was an ogre, all right, and a big one, too. Hugo had never seen one himself, but he had spent a fair amount of time reading about them. He drew his sword, wishing bitterly that he had worked harder on listening to the light. If he had figured out his powers by now this probably wouldn’t be such a stressful situation. Hugo hoped that Cannon was a match for the ogre if Animus did not reappear.
The ogre had seen them now, and they darted off the path, zigzagging through the sunflowers.
“Split up!” Hugo cried. “Confuse him!”
He heard the crashing resume behind him and smelled the putrid gas again; evidently the ogre was knocking seeds out in his rampage. He heard heavy footfalls, and then something massive crashed into his right shoulder, jarring his teeth and lifting him off his feet. He landed painfully and glanced up at the ogre.
The beast smiled. A slight breeze made his hair flutter slightly, then made him frown. The flowers around him were stirring in the wind now too. He took a step toward Hugo and the wind increased tenfold. His skin was flapping in the wind now. With a great effort, he took another step.
The wind doubled. The stalks around him bent over, laid flat against the ground, and Animus materialized out of the wind in front of the ogre. The ogre sneered at Animus and took another step. Animus held up a hand, a vortex of wind pouring from it, enveloping the ogre. The beast dropped to all fours, sinking his claws into the earth. The muscles on his arms and legs rippled. Small cuts began to form on his face where the wind tore at his skin. He lifted one leg slowly as if to take another step, and Animus brought up his other hand. There was a sound like a thunderclap and the ogre was blasted into the air, along with several feet of dirt and rocks and sunflowers. He flew a long way before landing with a distant thump on the other side of the field, out of sight. Animus looked as calm as ever.
“Cannon!” Animus shouted, looking around for his apprentice.
Cannon emerged from the sunflowers. “I’m here! Oh, well done. Wow, he is a big one. Bigger up close.”
Animus nodded. “Big, and strong too, if a little bit stupid. I am surprised that he attacked you with me nearby. Very ambitious of him, don’t you think?” He jerked his thumb in the general direction of the ogre. They could all hear him now, huffing through the sunflowers toward them. “I think it best if I take him back to Ninebridge. Captain Mark might benefit greatly from questioning him. Continue on this course until I meet up with you.”
“How long will you be?” Hugo asked, dreading the thought of spending the rest of the day alone with Cannon.
“Not too long,” Animus said. “Not too short, either. Stick together, you two, and don’t do anything foolish.”
With that, Animus vanished. He must have reappeared near the ogre, because Hugo heard the crashing sounds a second later. Then a funnel cloud formed over the field in front of him. The ogre was sucked up into it, and the cloud sped off across the sky.
Cannon and Hugo glanced at one another. “So,” Hugo said conversationally, starting back towards the path, “reckon we could have taken him ourselves?”
Cannon snorted. “I reckon I might have, though I don’t know what you would have had to do with the process.”
“Whatever,” Hugo said, his voice rising. “I bet you would have had your hands full by yourself. You’re not as powerful as Animus yet, no matter what you say.”
Cannon coughed. “And I suppose you think you could have taken that ogre all alone, do you?”
Hugo scowled. He couldn’t have. He knew that, and he knew that Cannon knew it too. Why was Cannon so grumpy all the time? It was his pride, that’s what it was. He had the biggest head of anyone Hugo had ever known.
“Maybe I couldn’t have,” he said, “but it would have been a lot better than trying to fight him with you.”
“Whatever,” Cannon said, echoing Hugo’s snippy tone. “I’m hungry. You?”
“No,” Hugo said flatly. He was, but he didn’t feel like agreeing with Cannon about anything right now.
“Fine,” Cannon said. He pointed into the distance. “I’m going to go make lunch. You can have some when you catch up. If you’re hungry by then.”
Hugo scowled at Cannon’s back as he lifted himself into the air and sped into the distance.
“Whatever,” Hugo grumbled, kicking a rock. He was better off on his own for a while anyway. At least this way he wouldn’t have to listen to Cannon whine about everything.
“All alone at last,” a voice said.
Hugo spun around, gawking at the small form that had stepped onto the path. It was a kudri, a small, slender, dwarf-like creature that served Shael. They had been used as spies and assassins in the days of the war, and were renowned for their speed and stealth.
“I thought he’d never leave,” a woman’s voice said behind him. Hugo turned again, drawing his sword.
“You,” he said. It was the witch, March.
“Me,” she agreed, cocking her head to the side. “We’ve come to have a word with you, Hugo. I hope you don’t mind.”
Hugo backed away from them, trying to put sufficient distance between them to keep an eye on both. “You brought that ogre here,” he said. “You lured Animus away.”
“Yes,” the kudri said with a dark grin. “I’m afraid he would not have approved of our meeting with you.”
Hugo’s face went blank. He reached out with his mind. Animus! he called.
The kudri leapt forward and trapped Hugo’s sword between his two daggers. At the same moment, March slammed something hard onto his head.
“None of that,” she said as the kudri twisted the daggers, ripping Hugo’s sword away. “Let’s keep this meeting private.”
Hugo grunted and dropped to his knees, hands going to the cap on his head. The pain was unbearable, but it let up after a moment. His fingers ran over it, trying to figure out what it was. It was made of steel, and it was small, not much bigger than his hand, but it was clamped down tightly on the crown of his head, and it seemed to be blocking the connection that he had to the other mages.
“Don’t struggle,” the kudri advised, picking up Hugo’s sword and stepping away.
Hugo got the tip of a finger under the edge of the cap and attempted to pry if off, but the cap only tightened in response, squeezing his head so hard he thought it was going to crack. Numbly, he dropped his hands, wincing. “Are you here to kill me?” he asked. March laughed.
The kudri waved Hugo’s sword dismissively. “Obviously not,” he said, “or you would already be dead. I bring a message from Lord Shael.”
Hugo grimaced. “I don’t want any messages from Lord Shael,” he said. “I thought he would have known that, but I guess he’s dimmer than I thought.”
March slapped him across the face. “It is not wise to insult my father,” she hissed. “Especially when he has been gracious enough to spare your life.”
The kudri nodded in agreement. “You may not be interested in him,” he said, “but he is interested in you. Believe me, it’s a predicament I understand well.”
March scowled at the kudri and he stopped talking abruptly. “Ahem,” she coughed. “Shael has sent us to offer you some advice.”
“Advice?” Hugo said, glancing in the direction that Cannon had gone. Why had they not stuck together? “What advice?”
March smiled. “Talk to the darkness.”
Hugo felt a shiver run down his spine.
March nodded. “Yes. You can feel the power in it, can’t you? The truth of it? You are the Mage of Light and Darkness. You must give the darkness room inside yourself. You have to face it, or it will destroy you. That is the message from Shael.”
“I won’t,” Hugo said.
“Then it will destroy you,” March said, taking a step forward. “Shael knows this. He has known your predecessors well—better than anyone. He has watched your efforts as you have tried to learn from Animus. He says that you will make no progress that way.”
“But I have made progress,” Hugo said.
March swept his comment aside. “If you wish to find your true power, then you must look to the darkness as well as the light. You cannot find one without the other.”
Hugo squinted suspiciously at her. “Why would Shael want to help me?”
“Because you hold the balance,” March said. “The powers of darkness in this world flow though you. The dark has as much interest in your success as the light does. Our survival depends on yours. Our power flows through you.”
Hugo shook his head. “No. Not if I don’t choose it.”
The kudri laughed. “That is not how it works. If it were, you could kill me with a thought. Try it. You can’t. The power of light and darkness flows through you, but you do not control it, no more than Animus controls the wind.”
“But he does control it,” Hugo insisted.
“Control is an illusion,” March spat. “There is something else you should know: stop trying to control everything. It will get you nowhere.”
The kudri tossed Hugo’s sword into the sunflowers and backed away into the tall stalks.
“Shael has as much invested in your success as anyone,” March called as they retreated into the sunflowers. “His counsel is a gift to you,” she called out of them. “You would do well to heed it.”
Hugo sighed, rubbing his head where the cap still bit into it. How was he going to get it off? He tried to distract himself from the thing that had entered his mind like an animal, crouching in the corner of his thoughts like a bitter truth: he had to speak to the darkness. He knew it was the truth. He didn’t know whether hearing it from Shael made it less true, but it made him want to hide from it.
“Where did you go, sword?” he said out loud, hiding from the thought again.
It took him several minutes to find it. He had mumbled to himself throughout the search, hiding from what he knew he had to do.
Animus! he shouted with his mind, and the sound reverberated in his own head, reflected back to him by the cap. “ANIMUS!” he shouted. But there was no response. The mage would be halfway to Ninebridge by now.
Blast. He glanced up the path, searching for some sign of Cannon, but saw nothing. No doubt he’d gone a good long way. He probably wanted Hugo to be starving by the time he got there for lunch. He was on his own for a while.
He withdrew the little mirror from his pocket and turned it over in his hands, settling down in the middle of a wide patch of flattened stalks. Yellow heads peeked out of the verdure around him as if watching him, waiting for him to open the mirror. Maybe he should wait, he thought. Maybe he should get back on the trail and walk and wait until Animus came back. Animus would know what to do.
He almost got up, then remembered something that made him stay put: Animus was the one who had given him the mirror. He had known already. He had known that he would have to speak with the darkness. Why else would he have given him the mirror? But then, why didn’t Animus just say that? Maybe he didn’t want to be responsible for pointing Hugo toward the darkness.
He turned the mirror over in his hand again. He had not opened it since the previous night. He had snapped it closed then, as soon as he had opened it and seen his own face peering back at him. It wasn’t exactly his face, of course—that was the scary part. It was him, but it was dark, twisted. It was the dark side of him. He put his thumb on the latch and remembered something. Animus had suggested naming it. He said it might help.
Hugo thought about what he should name it. It was like his shadow.
“Shadow,” he said aloud, testing the name. He rolled his eyes. What a stupid name. That was a bad name even for a dog. He thought of doing his own name backwards.
“Oguh.”
Terrible. And it sounded like ogre. He shook his head. This was a part of himself he was trying to name. It should be easy. He felt his train of thought grind to a stop. He was the Mage of Light and Darkness. He scraped the sunflower stalks apart between his feet, searching for earth. When he found it, he wrote with his finger: M.O.L.A.D.
He opened the mirror.
The twisted shade of himself was there, waiting for him.
“I am Hugo,” he said formally. “The Prince of Aberdeen, and the Mage of Light and Darkness. You are my darkness. You are Molad.”
Molad mouthed the name silently, trying it out. “Good,” he said. “It’s about time you—”
Hugo snapped the mirror shut. Molad had spoken. He had known that was going to happen, of course, but he hadn’t known that it would feel so…normal. It felt like talking to anyone. That terrified him. He steadied himself and opened the mirror again.
“As I was saying, before you panicked, it’s about time you started talking to me.” Molad spoke in a mocking tone that seemed eerily familiar. It was his own, he realized. Was that really what he sounded like?
Molad sat down inside the mirror and Hugo recognized the room around him. “Hey,” he said, “you’re in my room!”
Molad rolled his eyes. “Our room,” he said. He smiled. “So, I heard what the kudri was saying. Finally talked some sense into you, eh? I hoped he would. I can help you. What do you want?”
“Nothing,” Hugo said.
“Liar. You want to travel like a mage. You want your power. You forget,” he said, tapping his head. “I see everything you see. Your life is my life. We’re the same. Equals.”
“No,” Hugo said. “Remember, I named you. I’m in charge.”
Molad chuckled. “Okay, Hugo. You’re right. You’re in charge. What do you want, then?”
Hugo glared at the tiny dark vision of himself in the mirror. “I want to learn to move like a mage,” he said.
Molad nodded. “You’ve been holding Animus back.”
“Yes.”
“Good. It’s simple. I know how to do it.”
“Tell me,” Hugo said.
Molad smiled wickedly. “I can’t. Don’t get me wrong,” he went on smoothly, “I can help you. I just can’t tell you how to do it.” He winked. “I have to show you.”
Realization dawned on Hugo. He had been wondering what the price would be. “I have to give you control.” It wasn’t a question.
Molad chuckled again. “Control is an illusion,” he said. “But yes, that’s the price of my knowledge. That is the price of power, you see? Relinquishing control. Don’t be afraid,” he pressed as Hugo began to close the lid of the mirror again. “You’re only giving power to yourself.” He opened his arms. “After all, I’m you.”
Hugo snapped the mirror shut again and closed his eyes. There had to be another way, he thought. Any other way. He wanted to talk to Brinley, not that it mattered; the cap wouldn’t allow it. But he wanted to hear her thoughts. He wished that he could. He thought of simply waiting. Animus, no doubt, would be able to help him get the cap off, and then he would have others willing to help him make these decisions.
Something welled up inside him: loneliness and determination mixed together. Facing the darkness was his fate, his responsibility alone. He alone was the Mage of Light and Darkness. He alone had to face this and learn how to deal with it. In the end, nobody would be able to help him.
He opened the mirror again and said, “What do I have to do?”
Letting Molad take control of his body turned out to be just like falling asleep—simple and difficult at the same time. Eventually he managed it. When it happened, he felt distanced from his body, powerless. He could still feel, still see, but he sensed that he was merely along for the ride.
Molad stretched deeply and laughed, then darted off the path and into the sunflowers. He ran for what seemed like an hour, like a dog that had been penned up for the whole summer and then finally released to stretch his legs. He stopped at the edge of a winding brook and drank deeply from it, and Hugo saw their flickering reflection in an eddy of the stream. His face looked different with Molad in control. Handsome still, but devious, haunted. He didn’t want to think about what would happen to him if he couldn’t learn how to control Molad. There had to be a better way to balance light and dark than giving his other half free rein like this.
Something made a noise in the underbrush and his head snapped upward. Molad peered into the tall flowers and smiled. He crossed the stream and crept softly on the pads of his feet, parting the stalks silently as he passed between them. Suddenly a bird shot out of the flowers. A quail, he thought. Moving faster than Hugo would have thought possible, Molad jumped and snatched the bird out of the air.
What are you going to do with it? Hugo asked.
Play, Molad said. Hugo felt excitement flutter through them and winced. Molad squeezed the bird tightly, trapping its wings, and then released it. He caught it expertly before it got out of arm’s reach. Are you paying attention, Hugo?
He released the bird again. He did not catch it right away this time. He watched it fly. He watched it in a way that Hugo had never watched anything before. The bird seemed to slow under his gaze. He could see the feathers bending on the air as the wings moved up, down, up. He saw the way the light changed as the bird turned, tipping this way and that. He was aware of every feather, each shape and shade.
You have to see as the light sees, if you want to see the light, Molad whispered. You must be moved by what moves the light, if you want to move in the light.


What moves the light? Hugo asked, mesmerized by the way they had seemingly stepped out of time. The bird was still just ten feet away. Everything seemed to have slowed down.
Truth, Molad said. The truth that all light is connected. His eyes glinted. Like the darkness…Light is here, and light is there, but there is only one Light, just as there is only one Darkness. It’s all the same light. It’s all the same darkness. Light is one. Darkness is one.
Molad closed his eyes and Hugo felt a subtle tipping, a shifting in the region of their middle. Molad took a single step, and then they were floating in the air. The bird was in their hands again, except they didn’t have hands. They didn’t have a body at all. Rather, everything felt like their body. The air itself swam across the surface of their body. The bird flew through it. They surrounded the bird, holding it tightly, and stepped back to the ground. They were back where they started, across from the little brook, and the quail was clamped firmly in Molad’s hand again.
Let it go, Hugo said. You’ve taught me what I wanted to learn, and you’ve had your fun.
Hugo felt their hand tighten around the bird, crushing it slowly. Molad smiled and dropped the bird’s body on the ground. Now I’ve had my fun.
Hugo blinked at the sudden return of power. His body tingled. It was his body again, and he never wanted to give it up again. He picked up the bird and walked back to the trail, where he built a small fire. He cleaned the quail with the small knife from his belt and then cooked it. He wasn’t hungry anymore, but at least now it hadn’t died for nothing. He finished the quail and doused the fire.
When he went to retrieve his sword, he found it covered in mud, so he wiped the blade on his shirt and proceeded to polish the gleaming emerald salamander on the hilt thoughtfully. The symbol of the Paradise kings. His family. His mind drifted over the long line of men who had held that name before him. What would they think of him now, the boy king who could not find his power, who had a darkness inside him that was more powerful than his own will?
Hugo’s eyes went wide. I have a devil inside me, he thought. How was he going to tell Brinley? He shook away the thought, sheathing his sword. What had happened was done. He would never let Molad have control again. He might as well make the best of it, though. There was no sense in ignoring the power that Molad had shared with him, the things he had learned.
He made his way back to the trail and focused on a distant point on the landscape. He tried to see it the way Molad had seen the quail. He took a single step, felt a tiny inkling of the turning around his middle, and fell on his face in the dirt ten feet from where he’d started.
“Ugh,” he growled, getting to his feet again. What did Molad say? See as the light sees. Hear what it hears. He picked another spot on the trail, closer this time, and tried again, only to be met with the same result. Facedown in the dirt, he groaned again. His hand scraped a rock as he pushed himself up, and he scowled at it. Then he picked it up and threw it as far as he could.
It happened almost by accident. The rock, flying through the air, reminded him of the quail. Then he was seeing the rock as Molad had seen the quail: in perfect, slow-motion detail. He felt the rock moving through the body of the light, and then it was his body. He was the light and the light was him. There was that subtle tipping around his middle again and the rock was there, in his hand, and he was…
Where was he? He fell from ten feet up and hit the dirt hard. He was a long stone’s throw from where he had begun, though. His leg hurt badly; he thought he might have sprained his knee. He smiled. The knee didn’t matter now. He had felt the subtle shifting more clearly this time. That was the key, he knew, to know the light and still know yourself. It was like being here and everywhere at the same time. He moved down the path with the speed of light until he found Cannon. He stopped just out of sight, then decided he didn’t want any company just yet. He glanced at a large oak tree a mile down the path and tipped himself toward it, losing himself in the light, then weaved back out of it at the foot of the oak. He placed a hand upon the warm, sunlit bark and smiled.
Wonderful, isn’t it? Molad’s voice said in his head.
Hugo bristled. I didn’t give you permission to enter my mind.
Molad laughed. Your mind? Your mind is not your own any more than your body is. It is ours. Our mind. Our body.


“Liar!” Hugo said aloud. My mind is me. And I am not you.


Molad chuckled darkly. So much to learn, he said. You are not your mind. You will understand that soon enough, if you don’t believe me.


“Get out of my head!” Hugo shouted, squeezing his head between his hands in frustration. A terrible thought struck him then. What if everything Molad had said was true? He panicked and began to scratch at his head, clawing at the steel cap until one of his fingers began to bleed.
Don’t do that, Molad said sharply, and Hugo stopped. There is no getting me out. I was always here. But there is no reason that we can’t figure this out together.


Hugo leaned back on his hands, breathing hard. Yes, there is, he said. I don’t trust you. Is that the same speech you gave the others?
What others?
The other mages. The ones that came before me.
You are the only Mage of Light and Darkness that concerns me, Molad said. Or rather, the only Mage of Light.


Mage of Light?
You are the Mage of Light, Molad explained. I am the Mage of Darkness. Together, we are what you seek to become.


Hugo shook his head. No, he said. I will not accept that.


You will, Molad said simply. You will have to.
***
Just out of sight, hiding in the trees, two forms huddled together, watching Hugo.
“It appears to have worked,” March said.
The kudri beside her nodded and changed back into the Janrax.
“Good,” he said. “What next? Do we drive him into the Ire?”
“No.” March rose to her feet and turned to leave. “He will find his own way there.”



Chapter Thirteen
In which Hugo has to learn how to dance
By the time Cannon came along, Hugo had settled down beside the path at a spot that would make it easy to be found.
“Hugo?” Cannon said, concern flashing across his face as he came near. All of the anger that he had left with seemed to have dissipated. “How did you get all the way over here? It took me forever to find you again. What the…What’s that thing on your head?”
“It was a diversion,” Hugo said, tapping the cap on his head. “The ogre, I mean. It was led here by a kudri, and that witch, March.”
Cannon paled. “You’re joking.”
Hugo tapped the cap on his head again. “Nope. They put this thing on me so that I couldn’t communicate with the other mages and call for help.”
“You spoke with them?”
“Yep. Apparently Shael is so eager to give me advice that he’s sending it by messenger now.”
“Hugo,” Cannon said, “this is no time to joke. You could have been killed!”
Hugo shrugged. “I don’t think Shael wants me dead. In fact, I don’t think he wants me to think of him as an enemy. Shael could have just had them take me if he wanted.” Hugo stretched his legs out, doing his best to look as if he’d had a relaxing afternoon. “I guess you didn’t pick a very good time to abandon me, eh?”
At that, Cannon looked positively sick.
“He’s going to kill me,” Cannon said. “I can’t believe I did that.” He was muttering to himself now, as if he’d forgotten Hugo was there. “Could have died. Stupid. Stupid. Hothead, just like he said.” He glanced up. “I’m sorry, Hugo.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Hugo said. “Every cloud has a silver lining.”
“What do you mean?”
Hugo shifted, moving from one spot on the grass to another in the blink of an eye.
Cannon’s face split into an involuntary smile. “So you’ve arrived at last.”
Hugo shrugged, tapping the cap. “Yes, well, apparently I’m still not powerful enough to get this thing off my head.”
Cannon waved a hand. “Not to worry,” he said. “I’ve got you covered.”
“Are you sure?” Hugo said. “It hurts like death if you pull on it. Just gets tighter.”
“Hmm,” said Cannon. He put a hand on the cap and tilted it to one side, then the other. Then, to Hugo’s horror, he smacked it with a knuckle.
The cap gave a loud, bell-like tone and then tightened slightly. “Ouch!” Hugo exclaimed. “Don’t do that!”
Cannon whistled. “It is on there pretty tight, isn’t it…Well,” he said, rolling up his sleeves, “There’s only one thing to do.”
Before Hugo could ask what the one thing was, Cannon raised his arm in front of Hugo’s head and flattened his hand like a knife. Then he drew it straight through the air from left to right, just far enough away to avoid touching the cap. Hugo felt a thin blade of air whip across his scalp. The cap slipped, but then tightened down again, causing him to wince in pain.
“Oops,” Cannon said, turning bright red. “Oh, wow. That was my mistake, Hugo.”
“Don’t sweat it,” Hugo said. “I couldn’t get it off, either. I’m sure Animus can.”
“No,” Cannon said. “I mean…Oh boy…How do I say this?”
“What?” Hugo said. He raised his hand to his head self-consciously, thinking that Cannon might have cut him. No, it felt fine. His scalp was entirely intact. There wasn’t even a nick in his skin…His skin. Hugo’s hand went to his shoulders, then to his shirt. There was hair on both. His hair. He rose up slowly, the realization dawning on him.
“CANNON, YOU IDIOT! YOU SHAVED MY HEAD!”
Hugo lunged, but Cannon ducked away from him.
“Look at the silver lining, Hugo,” Cannon said, dancing out of reach. “You still have hair under the cap.”
Hugo threw a wild punch and it went wide. The second one connected, sinking into Cannon’s gut.
Cannon grunted, falling down hard. Hugo charged in for more, but Cannon held up a hand and a wall of wind knocked him to the ground.
“One’s enough,” Cannon said.
“You deserved it,” Hugo protested, trying to make himself believe it.
“Yeah, probably.”
They contemplated one another for a brief moment, and then Cannon broke into a grin. “Hey,” he said. “You’re looking a little bald there.”
Hugo stared at him, speechless for a moment, then began to shake with laughter.
***
Animus didn’t find the situation very funny at all.
“You split up?” he growled. “After I specifically told you to keep an eye on each other?” Animus leveled a finger at his apprentice. “You left him?”
Cannon started to say something, but Animus held up his hand, cutting him off.
“No excuses,” he snapped. Then he rounded on Hugo. “You should be wary of whatever those two said to you, Hugo. The devil will tell nine truths to sell a single lie, so they say. Since they left you unharmed, I expect Shael’s aim is to gain your trust by helping you.”
“That’s what I figured,” Hugo said.
Animus nodded. “Of course you did. Well, let’s get this thing off your head, shall we?”
“Uh…” Hugo said nervously.
“Don’t fret,” Animus said. He grabbed Cannon and pulled him in front of Hugo. “I see you tried to cut it off first.” His voice was soft, but Cannon winced as if he were shouting. “After you discovered that you were a poor barber, what were you going to try next?”
Cannon closed one eye, thinking hard. “Suction?”
Animus gave an exasperated sigh. “Then it is a good thing he was wise enough to stop you. A Horocular Cap gets tighter the harder you pull. If you had tried to pull it off with the wind, I’m afraid our friend would have ended up with a very long neck, or none at all.”
Cannon went so pale that Hugo very nearly felt sorry for him.
“Heat!” Animus barked. Cannon jumped. “Heat creates what?”
“Pressure,” Cannon said, looking slightly confused.
“And in metal?”
Cannon exhaled slowly, deflating. “Expansion,” he muttered.
“Exactly,” Animus said. He waved his hand at Hugo. At once the air around Hugo’s head became very hot. Hugo felt a sudden increase of pressure against his crown. Then, just when he thought his head would burst into flames, the heat turned into a sharp, freezing cold and the cap cracked in several places, tumbling away.
Several voices entered Hugo’s head right away.
Are you okay?
Hugo, are you there?
Why aren’t you answering me?
Hugo, I know you’re a boy, but if you don’t start talking to me this instant, I swear I will make Tabitha turn into a lion and eat your pants. This last voice was Brinley’s.


YES! Hugo shouted. I’m here. You can all stop worrying now. Or being mad at me, or whatever is going on. A kudri attacked me and March put a magical helmet on my head so that I couldn’t communicate with you.


A Horocular Cap, Animus added to the group.
Why didn’t you just take it off? Brinley asked.
Ah! Hugo said. Why didn’t I think of that? It was stuck, Brinley. Animus had to get it off.
Interesting, Cassis said. I hope you didn’t destroy it, Animus.


And Belterras said, Oh, poor boy. Happened to me once, during the war. Make sure you put some ointment on the cuts; you never know where a thing like that has been.


Cuts? Hugo touched his head, wincing as his fingers brushed the area where the rim of the cap had dug into his skin. Sure enough, there was a deep circular cut. It was oozing blood slowly, and he dug around in his pack for a cloth.
Well, I’m glad you’re okay, Brinley said, just to Hugo this time. It sounds like you’re not having a very good day, either.


You too, huh? Hugo said, eager to change the subject. The less he told her about March and the kudri, the less she was likely to worry and ask him difficult questions.
Yes, she said. Tabitha and I are having some difficulty at the Lake of Eyes.


You’ll figure it out, Hugo assured her.
Thanks, Brinley said. And be careful. Then she was gone.
Animus was eyeing Hugo thoughtfully. “If you are finished, I would like to ask the question that no one else did: What did they say?”
Hugo winced. He had spent a good while thinking about what he should tell Animus, and he had yet to make up his mind.
“The truth will do nicely,” Animus said, reading his thoughts.
Hugo shrugged. “The kudri basically said that the key to my power was in talking to the darkness.”
“And did you believe him?”
Hugo shrugged. “He said he was a messenger from Shael. He said that Shael wanted me to learn how to use my powers so that there could be balance.”
Animus nodded. “The kudri have long served Shael as messengers…and assassins. I am sorry that I left you alone with him. It was a terrible risk.”
“I don’t think he meant me any harm,” Hugo said. “He just wanted to talk to me.”
Animus held up a finger. “Do not underestimate the harm that words can do, especially when they come from Shael. You should not believe everything that was said.”
“I think he told me the truth,” Hugo said. “At least, it felt like the truth when he was saying it.” He rushed on, hoping that telling Animus would make himself feel more justified. “I did what he said. I spoke with the darkness. I used the mirror you gave me. I took your advice too. I named him.”
“What?” Cannon said, but Animus waved him away.
He eyed Hugo with an unreadable expression on his face. “And?”
Hugo looked at his boots thoughtfully. “He taught me…things.”
“Show me,” Animus said.
Hugo threw a rock as hard as he could and caught it, moving several yards in the blink of an eye. Then he shot back to his starting position.
Animus gave one small laugh and then smiled kindly at him, though Hugo saw sadness hiding behind it. “Well done.” Animus hesitated. “However he taught you, I am sure that it could not have been easy.” He gave Hugo a significant look.
I hope you did not pay too high a price for your knowledge.


Hugo said nothing. Animus waved a hand dismissively. “No matter,” he said. “We can easily make it to Tourilia now. We should be off at once.”
Hugo blinked in surprise at the abrupt dismissal. “But…I thought you would have more questions for me.”
Animus held up a hand. “I am curious about many things, but the balance of light and darkness is yours to strike. You cannot lecture me on the workings of the wind, nor can I teach you what you must learn of light and darkness. If you have questions for me, I am happy to listen. As for me, there is only one question in my mind now, and you cannot answer it.”
Hugo nodded. He felt surprised at how much Animus trusted him, and a little apprehensive.
Animus stretched, preparing himself for the journey. “Off we go, then. Wait for us when you get there, will you? I’m afraid light travels much more quickly than air…”
“Animus,” Hugo said. “What’s the one question in your mind?”
Animus sighed. “If Shael is still imprisoned as we assume, then how is he sending messages to you? For that matter, how is he communicating with anyone at all?”
Hugo’s eyes went wide. “He must be out.”
“Perhaps,” he said. “Perhaps not.” Animus raised an eyebrow. “I will go ahead and wait for you. Give me a few moments to get there before you come. Cannon will stay here with you. This way we will not have to leave you alone again.”
Hugo nodded and Animus vanished in a sudden breeze from the south. Hugo watched him go, imagining that he could see the wind winding its way through the hills, climbing to the clouds.
Cannon was still watching Hugo. There was something in his expression that Hugo had not seen before, as if he were reexamining some of the assumptions he had made about the prince of Caraway. He looked like he had several things that he wanted to say, but kept his mouth shut instead, causing Hugo to look away awkwardly, searching for something to distract himself with while they waited. The little brook wound its way peacefully through a forest of sunflowers, and it seemed strange to think that somewhere north of them, a terrible evil might be free. A cloud moved in front of the sun and covered him in shadow. He shivered, looking up at it, and then shifted into light.
***
An hour after Hugo, Animus, and Cannon had been talking on the road, they bowed together before the king of the gnome kingdom. Hugo had arrived several minutes before Animus and Cannon. Luckily, he had caught sight of his reflection in a pane of glass and noticed the ridiculous circle of hair that the Horocular Cap had left on his head. He had just enough time to shave it off before the others arrived. Now, in front of the king, he was feeling very bald. The great hall of the king’s castle stood five stories tall and was built of polished stone the color of ripe apples. In contrast, the king of gnomes himself was diminutive by human standards, though he looked downright burly next to some of his servants.
Thieutukar Manisse inclined his head and said, “Animus, you are welcome. And Hugo Paradise. This is your first time venturing into our lands, so let me start by saying it is an honor to have the prince of Caraway in our halls.” He had strong, chiseled features and a neatly trimmed beard. His eyes were soft, the eyes of a man accustomed to doing a lot of listening. “This day began like any other, and lo, it has ended with two mages under my roof, and an apprentice besides. How may I be of service to you?”
Animus inclined his head again. “Thank you, King Thieutukar. We are on an errand of some importance. We were sent here by the Magemother herself. She had a…feeling. An intuition, if you will, that we might find some clues here as to the whereabouts of the Mage of Fire. She was searching for her, and saw your face in her mind.”
Thieutukar looked startled. “My face?” he said, frowning thoughtfully. “That is a strange thing. The Mage of Fire, you say? Chantra…” He looked as if he was going to say something more, but changed his mind. He waved an arm and said loudly, “Clear the hall.”
Cannon and Hugo exchanged glances, but Animus was still waiting patiently for the king to speak. After several moments of shuffling feet and closing doors, they were alone.
“The Mage of Fire,” he prompted.
“Yes,” Thieutukar said, settling back into his chair. “I remember her well. It is true that she came here often. That is a well-known fact…” He folded and unfolded his fingers on the table before him. “What is not well known, is that she was not coming to visit me.” He looked at Animus. “I thought perhaps you were aware, but I take it from your questioning that you weren’t. She came here seeking someone that we do not speak of. Someone that is presumed to be dead. A prisoner, if you will, of my kingdom.”
“A prisoner?” Animus said, startled. “Who can you be talking about, Thieutukar?”
The king shifted. “Perhaps I should not have introduced them, but she was a very persuasive child, and I was convinced she would have found a way to talk to him with or without my help.”
“With whom?” Animus pressed.
Hugo froze. Something was clutching at his mind. It had caught him unawares, wrenching control away from him. He leapt to his feet, drawing all eyes towards him as he approached the king.
“Thieutukar,” Molad said, and at his words, several torches sputtered out around them, casting them into shadow.
Animus, who had been about to say something, stilled in his chair.
The gnome king looked up at him, not trying to hide the surprise on his face. “Yes, Hugo?”
“I am Molad,” he said evenly.
The king’s face blanched, but his expression remained unchanged. “I see. What is it you want?”
“I seek an audience with the dragon.”
The king’s inscrutable face unraveled at the edges, dissolving into a look of astonishment.
“What dragon?” Animus asked.
“The prisoner,” Thieutukar said. “But how can you know? Nobody knows. We kept the secret for our own safety, and his.”
“I know,” Molad said simply. “There is a great darkness beneath this fortress, and the dragon was last seen in the skies of Hedgemon. He is here.”
The king nodded slowly, disbelieving. “He is. But to speak with him is no light endeavor. Only the kings of Hedgemon have approached him and lived. Only the kings of Hedgemon.”
“And Chantra?” Animus said.
The king inclined his head. “And Chantra.”
Molad nodded curtly, as if these facts did not concern him. “I must see him.” He jabbed a finger imperiously at the king. “I will speak to the dragon.”
Molad closed his eyes and Hugo opened them. He blinked at the faces of the mage and the king as the torches flickered to life again. Cannon was staring at him, open-mouthed.
“Hugo?” Animus asked.
Hugo cleared his throat, unsure of what to say. “Yeah.”
King Thieutukar shook his head solemnly. “It has begun for you. I remember when the quickening began for Lux.”
“The quickening?” Hugo asked.
Thieutukar nodded, motioning for Hugo to take his seat again. “That is what my people call it when a new mage begins to come into his power. For the Mage of Light and Darkness, of course, it is not always easy to watch. Lux became something of a split being for a time, before he learned to live in balance.”
“I don’t think he ever learned,” Hugo muttered under his breath.
“I assume the dragon in question is Kuzo? The beast that attacked Shael’s stronghold in the Ire?” Animus asked. Thieutukar nodded, and Animus turned to Hugo. “Do you know why Molad desires to speak with him?”
Hugo shook his head. “I think the dragon must have something that he wants.”
“Knowledge,” the king said. “That is the only wealth the dragon has now.” He turned to Hugo. “You cannot see him right away, I’m afraid. One cannot just walk up to a dragon and live to tell the tale. There is a ceremony involved. Dragons are very old creatures. If you approach him as a man, you will die like a fly. Only by approaching him on his own terms will you survive.”
“His own terms?”
Thieutukar nodded. “To approach the dragon you must learn an ancient ceremony in which, more or less, you demonstrate your ability to fight like a dragon. The dragon will then decide whether you are worthy to speak to him.”
“But I don’t want to see him at all!” Hugo exclaimed.
Animus smiled bitterly. “Part of you does,” he said. “And I have a feeling that part of you will win out. Besides, I am confident that this is the reason the Magemother was drawn to this place. No doubt the dragon holds the clue that we are looking for. You had better learn what you need to learn, Hugo. I would just as well let King Thieutukar speak with this dragon for us, but Molad seems very determined to have his own audience. Unless you think you can change his mind?”
Hugo thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. I can’t even keep him quiet.”
And I don’t know how I ever will, he thought bitterly. His stomach growled loudly, echoing the angst in his mind. “We can still have dinner, right?” he asked.
“Of course!” the king said. “Food before fighting!”
***
A little less than an hour later, Hugo’s belly was filled to bursting with roast beef, hot corn on the cob, fruit tarts, soft-baked sweet potato chips, fresh bread with orange marmalade, and a bowl of cauliflower soup, which had looked very questionable but turned out to be quite good. After the final course was cleared, the king emptied the great hall again. Even Animus was asked to leave; only Hugo and Thieutukar remained. The king had changed out of his regular clothing and now wore a form-fitting black tunic and light cotton pants of the same color. He walked to his throne and picked up the longsword that leaned against it. “Draw your sword,” the king said.
The king began to circle him meditatively as he spoke, words flowing out of him slowly, methodically, as if he had memorized them years ago.
“The secret of gaining an audience with a dragon is to prove to him that you are kin.”
“Kin?” Hugo said. He was trying not to look down at the king. It felt awkward to look down at someone, especially when they were teaching you, and especially when that someone was a king, but he couldn’t find a way around it. The man was three feet tall.
“Kin,” the king repeated, apparently unaware of Hugo’s discomfort. “Brothers. You must show him that the same passion and power that lives in him lives in you. All of his grace, all of his poise, all of his terrible rage…”
The king slipped into a slight crouch, raising the sword lightly above his head like an extension of his arm. He pivoted from foot to foot, tracing out some secret shape upon the ground. Hugo watched in awe as he moved; his feet never seemed to leave the floor. His arms and legs moved as one, floating, calm, as if he were a creature of water instead of flesh and bone.
Thieutukar slipped out of the dance and pointed at Hugo. “The dragon dance should be effortless,” he said. “Invigorating. You should feel empty afterwards. Spent, as if you have given your whole soul to it.”
Hugo balked. “I don’t know how to do that!” he said. “If I had years to practice, maybe. How long have you been practicing it?”
“Years.”
Hugo gestured with an open hand, proving his point.
Thieutukar shook his head patiently. “The amount of time is not the problem,” he said. “You are the problem.”
“Me?” Hugo said.
The king nodded gravely. “You. You cannot dance it. Only the dragon within can perform it.” He tapped Hugo firmly in the center of the forehead. “For the dragon within to come forth, you must step aside.” He waved his hand. “The dragon dance cannot be learned, at any rate. It can only be danced.”
Hugo gave him a blank look. It sounded like complete nonsense, but he might as well make the best of it. “Okay,” he said. “I guess it doesn’t hurt to try.” The king nodded his approval and moved away to give him the floor.
Feeling incredibly awkward, Hugo crouched down as he had seen the king do. He remembered how the king had moved, how he had traced the invisible shape with his feet, and he tried to imagine the most beautiful shape he could think of. A salamander was the first thing that came to mind, and the feel of that shape steadied him as he began to trace it. The salamander was the symbol of the Paradise kings; if there was anything that should feel natural, it should be that. As he finished tracing it he realized that he had given little thought for what his sword hand was doing. He hoped the king hadn’t noticed that bit. He finished and stepped out of the dance. It didn’t feel graceful at all.
He knew how he had done before he looked at the king. Thieutukar shook his head, his expression inscrutable, and pointed at the center of the floor. “Again.”
Hugo sighed, moving back to the center.
“Hugo.”
“What?” Hugo replied, eyes closed in concentration as he began to move again.
“You’re trying too hard.”
Hugo sighed and began once more.



Chapter Fourteen
In which there is a magical talking cat
Brinley and Tabitha reached the Lake of Eyes early in the morning. The black swan settled onto the shore and Brinley slid down from its back as it changed into Tabitha. Brinley took the drawing from her bag and together they held it up against the lake in the background to compare.
“It looks different,” Tabitha said, and Brinley had to agree.
“But look at that boulder,” Brinley said, pointing. “It’s exactly the same as the one in the painting. What are the chances of that?”
Tabitha shrugged. “I suppose so,” she said. “What now?”
That was the very thing that Brinley had been wondering since their search began. She walked to the edge of the water and opened her mind to the lake. She reached out mentally, summoning up an image of Unda in her mind and probing the lake for signs of him. She felt again the sudden awareness of a great weight. It was as if all the water in the lake had been set on her shoulders in a giant bucket. She released the image of him with a gasp, and the weight faded too.
“He’s here,” she said. “He must be. It’s never felt that heavy before. It’s like his power wants to get back to him.”
Tabitha stooped over the water’s edge and slapped the water brusquely, making Brinley jump. “Unda!” she shouted.
Brinley grinned. “I don’t think that’s how it works,” she said.
Tabitha shrugged. “I’m going to make breakfast,” she said, and started gathering twigs for a fire.
Brinley walked around the edge of the lake thoughtfully, searching—for what, she did not know. When she came back around from the other side of the lake, Tabitha had food roasting over the fire (a zucchini from Habis’s garden, cut in half and stuffed with mushrooms from the forest). It smelled wonderful.
“Wow,” Brinley said.
“I know,” Tabitha said, sniffing the aroma. “Smells wonderful, doesn’t it? Belsie teaches me all sorts of things.”
As they sat waiting for breakfast to finish, a yellow songbird settled on the rock next to them.
“Peanut!” Tabitha exclaimed, reaching a hand out. The bird hopped onto her fingers and began singing to her, and when it was finished, Tabitha passed along the message. “He says Archibald caught the cat. Apparently the cat can make the journey into the Void. Archibald says they are on their way there right now and that he’s going to send the cat in to look for your father! He wants to know where he can find you if he needs to speak to you in person.”
Brinley was speechless. “I don’t know. Here, I guess.”
Tabitha nodded, gave the message to the bird, and waved as it flew away.
“That’s quite impressive, don’t you think?” Tabitha said, watching the bird fade into the sky. “Finding your dad so fast, I mean.”
“Yes,” Brinley said thoughtfully. “Though it sounds like he hasn’t found him yet…What kind of magical cat can travel to the Void? Maybe we should go meet it.”
Tabitha glanced out at the lake. “Unda, though,” she said.
Brinley nodded. “Of course. Of course, I know we can’t go. We need to find Unda. And we’re here already.”
Tabitha pulled the zucchini off the spit and divided it between them, and they spoke of the lake as they ate, trading ideas about how to contact Unda.
“Do you think he can breathe under water?” Tabitha wondered.
“I don’t know. I guess so. He is the Mage of Water, after all.”
“But can he hear us through the water?”
Brinley shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“You can’t sense him. Do you think he can sense you?”
“I don’t know that either,” Brinley said. She leaned against a log and stared dejectedly at her feet. She was starting to feel silly for coming here. She should have found out more about how the mages were hidden.
“Don’t worry,” Tabitha said, watching her closely. “I’m sure we’ll figure it out.” Tabitha’s face brightened suddenly. “Maybe we can send him a message.”
Brinley sat up. “What do you mean?”
“Maybe he’s down there, but he can’t speak to us. Maybe he can’t hear us, but if we send him a message, he will be able to read it.” Tabitha was combing the shore for something. Finally she picked up a large, flat rock and set it down beside Brinley. Using another small rock like a pencil, she began to scratch a message on the face of the flat one.
Dear Unda,
You can come out now. Everything is okay.
-Brinley (The Magemother)
When she was done she looked up at Brinley expectantly. “What do you think?” she said.
“I like it,” Brinley said.
Tabitha clapped happily. “Oh, good. See? I told you we would think of something. Now you throw it in.”
Brinley took the stone and eyed the lake. She wondered where she should throw it, or if it even mattered. In the end she decided to just throw it as far as she could. It landed about halfway to the center, disappearing beneath the surface with a loud plop.
Tabitha appeared at her side, frowning. “What if that’s not where he is?” she asked. “Or what if he just thinks it’s any old rock falling into the lake and he doesn’t bother to check it?”
They stared at each other for a moment, and then Brinley grinned. “More rocks?”
Tabitha nodded fervently, handing her the sharp writing stone.
They split up and walked around the lake on opposite sides, stopping whenever they found a rock flat enough to write on. Brinley had thrown in eleven rocks by the time she met up with Tabitha on the opposite side from where they had started.
“What now?” Tabitha asked.
“We wait, I guess,” Brinley said, and they sat down together on the shore. Tabitha took her shoes off and dipped her feet in the water. After a few minutes, she scowled.
“I don’t think it worked,” she said. “He wouldn’t ignore you, would he?”
“Maybe he didn’t get the message,” Brinley said.
“Or maybe he’s not in there.” Tabitha sighed. “Maybe this is the wrong lake after all.” She yawned. “I’m very tired. I think I’m going to lie down for a while.”
Brinley nodded, starting to yawn herself now. They found a place with soft grass and shade on the shore of the lake and laid down, and before they knew it they were out.
Brinley was surprised at how much time had passed when she awoke. She was even more surprised by Tabitha’s excitement. The other girl was babbling about something that Brinley couldn’t quite follow, pointing to the shore.
“Slow down, Tabitha,” she said. “What happened?”
Tabitha was on her feet now. “There were these huge eyes!” she said, making her hands into circles and holding them in front of her own eyes to illustrate. “They were right there, staring at us!” She pointed to the water near the shore where several ripples were still dissipating.
“That’s what Hugo said he saw,” Brinley said, getting to her feet.
“Do you think it was Unda?” Tabitha asked, a worried look crossing her face.
“Who else could it be?” Brinley said, excited. She searched around, found another flat stone, and wrote on it:
Hello, Unda, I am the new Magemother. We are your friends. We need you to come out so that we can speak with you. Please don’t be afraid.


She tossed it into the water and was pleased to see that it landed right on the spot that the ripples had come from.
Nothing happened.
“Maybe I should write one too,” Tabitha said, and she began scratching away on another stone. When she was done she threw it at the same spot in the water. Before it landed, an arm shot into the air and caught it with a slimy hand. The arm looked like it could have been made of seaweed, all brown and green and twisted. Brinley gasped and Tabitha waved and shouted, “Hi, Unda! Oh, good catch!”
For a split second, the arm froze, as if the person it belonged to was listening. Then it whipped around and hurled the stone back at them.
“Ack!” Brinley cried, sidestepping to dodge the stone.
Tabitha shook her finger at the lake. “Now, Unda. That’s not nice at all! Please don’t throw rocks at us.” Then her hands shot to her mouth. “Oh my! We threw rocks at you, didn’t we?”
Brinley patted her on the shoulder to calm her. “Tabitha, I don’t think that was Unda.”
Tabitha looked confused for a moment, then wrapped her arms around herself protectively and mumbled, “Oh my,” several times.
“Don’t worry,” Brinley assured her. “Whoever it is, I don’t think they mean us any real harm.”
“But they threw a rock at us,” Tabitha said. “And we threw rocks at it! Never throw rocks at strangers!” She slapped herself on the forehead. “Why do I always forget that?”
Brinley hid a grin. She bent and picked up another rock. On this one she wrote:
I am the Magemother. I am looking for the Mage of Water. Who are you?


This time, instead of tossing it, she bent down and skipped the stone across the surface of the lake. It skipped five times and then sunk, and a moment later the water thrashed where the stone stopped, as if a fish had jumped—or an underwater hand had snatched it suddenly.
A moment later, the arm appeared again and another rock sailed towards them.
“Watch out,” Brinley said, ducking. But Tabitha reached out and made a move to catch it. It hit her hand but slipped through her fingers and fell to the ground. When Brinley looked at it, she could see why—it was covered with green and brown slime, as if it had been sitting on the bottom of the lake for a long time. It didn’t look like there was any writing on it, however. She reached out to pick it up and dropped it abruptly, for the moment she touched it an image flashed across her mind. She saw a city beneath the lake, with teal towers and long stone halls covered in green-gray moss, and in front of the city she saw a crowd of people with short, lithe bodies.
“What is it?” Tabitha asked, watching Brinley’s expression.
“Tabitha, last night Cassis taught me about the memory of stones. He taught me that they can hold thoughts.”
“Oh,” Tabitha said, looking confused. “That’s interesting…”
Brinley shook her head. “I think that the creature from the lake did that with this stone. I touched it and I saw…something. Lake people that live under the water.”
Tabitha picked up the stone. “I don’t see anything. Can you send the lake person something like he sent you?”
Brinley nodded, and Tabitha handed it to her. “I think so.”
She held the stone and reached out to it with her mind, feeling for the space inside. Cassis had said that there was a whole world in there if you looked closely enough, but she could only sense a small space, just large enough to hold a thought. She placed in it an image of Unda from the memory of her vision with her mother on Calypsis. Then she threw the stone into the lake. A moment later it came flying back out to land at their feet. Brinley picked it up and winced as the sound of a thousand voices reverberated through her mind. It took a moment for her to realize that the voices, high pitched and angry, were all shouting the same word: No.
Brinley told Tabitha what she had learned, and they agreed that “no” was quite a confusing answer. Tabitha summed the problem up.
“Does that mean that they don’t know where Unda is, or that they do know, but don’t want to help us?”
“I don’t know,” Brinley said.
“Ask them.”
Brinley scratched on the stone, Do you know where Unda is? She threw it into the lake.
It was several minutes before anything happened. Then the same stone came back out. Brinley picked it up and saw in her mind a tall, round, underwater cell with bars of black metal. A faint light glowed at the center of it, and she could make out a scrunched figure curled on the floor. The cell itself was surrounded by a vast darkness that made her shiver even in the sunlight.
“Oh no,” she whispered. She told Tabitha what she had seen.
Tabitha gasped. “They have him prisoner? But why?” She looked suddenly angry. “What did he ever do to them?”
“I don’t know,” Brinley said, and started scratching another message on the rock. “I’m asking them to release him.”
When she had finished, she tossed it back in the water, and it came back almost immediately. Brinley caught it this time, and the chorus of voices shouted inside her head again: NO!
“But why?” Tabitha said. “You’re the Magemother. They have to do what you say, don’t they?”
Brinley laughed bitterly. “Apparently not. I’m going to ask Belterras if he knows who these people are.” She retreated a few steps from the water’s edge. “Don’t go in there,” she called to Tabitha, who was crouched on the shore, about to jump. She froze and then flopped to the ground instead.
Brinley called Belterras and told him what had happened.
Merfolk…he said, sounding surprised.
Merfolk? Brinley asked. You mean like mermaids?
Yes and no.
The merfolk inhabit the deeper parts of Aberdeen’s oceans, and are very seldom encountered, except by sailors. I cannot think of how a group might have come to live in a freshwater lake. They have Unda, you say? Then you should be careful. The merfolk are a magical species. You will not find them unless they want to be found. Even I could not force them to do anything.


Then what should I do? Brinley asked. I have to get Unda back. Should I have Tabitha search the lake for him?


No! Belterras said. She should not enter it. No one should enter it until we have an agreement with the merfolk. If you jumped in, I think it likely that you too would become a prisoner. The merfolk are a strange people. We should be able to reason with them, but we need to understand what they want first. Let me think on it for a bit.


Can you meet me tonight? Brinley asked. We can discuss the merfolk, and then maybe you can come and talk to them yourself.


I can try, he said, but I doubt that it will do any good. The merfolk are creatures of the sea. You really need Unda for something like this. Hardly a helpful suggestion, I know…
In the end he agreed to meet her and she sent him an image of the hill where Maggie’s house was. When she finished speaking with him, she returned to the beach, where Tabitha was waiting impatiently.
“Can I go in now?” she asked. “Maybe I can make them understand if I just go down there and talk to them.”
Brinley shook her head firmly. “No. It’s too dangerous. Belterras agrees. They might take you prisoner too. We need to find out what they want first.” She scratched that exact question on a rock and threw it into the water. It came back quickly, containing the same image that she had seen before, of Unda in his cell, deep under the water.
“You already have what you want,” Brinley whispered. “But why? Why do you want that?”
Tabitha took the still-wet rock from Brinley and wrote Why? on the other side before throwing it in.
It came back a moment later. This time the arm that threw it rose out of the water only a few feet from them, making Brinley jump in surprise. Tabitha caught it and handed it to Brinley, who saw a picture of the ocean in her mind when she did.
“The ocean?” Tabitha said when Brinley told her. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t know,” Brinley said. “Maybe Belterras will.” She scratched another question on a rock, asking what the ocean had to do with it, and they waited for a response. When none came after ten minutes, Tabitha said that she was hungry and wandered off in search of berries. Brinley stayed by the lake just in case.
Half an hour later, Tabitha returned with several handfuls of blackberries, and they ate them while tossing more stones into the lake. Each stone bore the same question on its face: What do you mean? But nothing came back.
Long after they had finished the berries, when the sun was beginning to set over the forest, they were still waiting for an answer.
“Brinley,” Tabitha said, “are we going to stay up all night working on Maggie’s house again, or are we going to sleep like normal people?”
Brinley smiled, removing the wooden button from her pocket and fingering it. “What do you think?”
***
When night had came, they alighted in the little clearing where Maggie’s house stood and found Belterras waiting for them.
“What is this place?” he asked. “Did you find out anything more?”
Tabitha skipped to his side and he embraced her while Brinley told him what they had learned.
“The ocean…” he murmured. “The obvious interpretation is that they want to get back to the ocean. They are ocean creatures, after all. It cannot be easy for them to live in a freshwater lake. In fact, I would not have thought it possible.”
Brinley wondered why she had not thought of that. It was so simple. “But then why did they leave it in the first place?” she asked.
“I cannot guess,” Belterras said. “Unless the answer has something to do with Unda. If he took them from the ocean, then that would certainly give them cause to hate him.”
“But he’s much more powerful than they are, isn’t he?” asked Tabitha. “Why would he let them keep him as a prisoner?”
“I do not know that either,” Belterras said. “It is true that when a mage comes into his power there is nothing in his own kingdom more powerful than he, but Unda was very young when he was lost. Perhaps he had not yet discovered the extent of his powers.” He trailed off, and Brinley remained quiet so that he could think. “If I were you,” he said finally, “I would offer to return them to the ocean in exchange for releasing Unda. He is the only one who could actually do it, but they don’t need to know that, and if the ocean is what they really want, then that may be your only bargaining tool. I’m afraid that is my only idea.”
“It’s a good one,” Brinley said gratefully. “We’ll try it in the morning.”
Belterras nodded. “But what is this place?” he asked, turning to look at the empty stone house. “Does someone live here?”
Brinley felt her mood lighten. “No one yet,” she said. “I am building it for a friend. Cassis helped with the foundation. I was hoping that you would help with the garden.”
Belterras smiled. “Gardens are not my specialty. How about an aviary?”
“A what?” Brinley said, but Tabitha looked excited at his words.
“A house for birds,” Belterras explained, rubbing his hands together, and Tabitha said, “I’ve already got things ready for birdhouses!”
Belterras smiled in approval and had them sit in a circle. He showed Brinley how to build a birdhouse quickly out of bark and grass and twigs, and Tabitha told her all about what kind of birds liked what kinds of houses, and soon they had seven lovely birdhouses. Tabitha disappeared into the woods to hunt for poles while Brinley and Belterras built more houses, and sometime later she returned with several long branches and began to strip the bark off of them with a sharp knife.
When Tabitha was done, they fastened the houses to the poles and planted them in the ground so that she could see them from the kitchen window. Together, they stepped back to survey their work. Brinley couldn’t help feeling disappointed. The ten handcrafted birdhouses were slightly crooked and misshapen, and they looked very unimpressive in the half light, empty and colorless.
“Don’t worry,” Belterras said, catching the look on her face. “We’re not done yet. Birds just need a little inspiration, you see. They do the rest.”
He took them inside the house so that they looked out on the yard through the empty kitchen window. “What now?” Tabitha asked.
“Now we call the birds,” said Belterras.
“Will you teach me?” Brinley asked, and Belterras smiled kindly.
“I will teach you, but have patience with yourself if you do not learn right away. Few ever do, though they try for a lifetime.”
Belterras began to sing then, a tune that felt familiar to Brinley, though she knew that she had never heard it before. It was a birdsong, and like all birdsong, it was both new and old at the same time. He sang with the voice of a man in the language of birds, and the birds came. Robins and finches and jays, three of each to three of the birdhouses. A large hawk came next and claimed two of the birdhouses at once. It flew away and returned with large sticks that it set carefully on top of the two houses, spanning them for the foundation of its nest.
Tabitha began to sing to them, and her voice mingled pleasantly with Belterras’s. Brinley wondered if they had practiced this before. A cardinal came down out of the trees as if it had been watching, waiting to be called, and claimed the sixth house. He brought a small family with him, and together they decorated the house with berries and filled it with leaves and wound a strand of live green vines down the pole and buried the root of it in the ground.
“Now you try,” Tabitha said, pausing in her song to urge Brinley along.
“How?” she said. “I don’t know how to sing like that.”
“Perfect!” Belterras said. “Neither do the birds, but they still do it.”
“Open your mouth,” Tabitha said. “Pretend you’re a bird.”
Brinley did so, feeling very foolish, and to her surprise, a tune sprung out of her that complemented the song that the other two were weaving. She smiled and then realized she did not know what to sing next, and shut her mouth quickly. Before she did, a magpie flitted down from the night sky and claimed the seventh birdhouse. Brinley grinned, wondering if it had been her song that had called the magpie. She did not try to sing again, and neither Belterras nor Tabitha asked her to. They just sang together until there was a family of birds in each house, and then they stopped.
“Thank you,” Brinley said. “She will love it. I know she will. And thank you for teaching me.” She blushed. “Maybe someday you can teach me to change shape into a bird, like my mother.”
“I have no doubt,” Belterras said seriously. “You sang the birdsong on your first try. That is not common. You called the magpie.”
Brinley felt her heart warm slightly. She had done something right. Finally! She looked out at the birds and watched as they all rose from their houses at the same time and flew into the early morning sky. She wondered where they were going, what they would build, and then imagined the look on Maggie’s face when she saw it. She was doing something right. Maggie’s house, at least, would turn out well. She turned around to find Belterras whispering fervently to Tabitha, who had her head down, eyes downcast. She looked very much like a child being scolded, and Brinley turned back around, not wanting to watch. She wondered what Belterras could be saying to her.
“I must go now,” Belterras said from behind her, and when she turned back around Tabitha looked normal again. “I still have much work to do tonight. They’re harvesting early in Gappa this week because of the weather, and it has been a dismal harvest thus far. Duke Kendrin is beside himself with nervousness, so I said I’d look in and see if there was anything I could do.”
“Good luck,” Brinley said. “We should be getting back to the lake, too.” She yawned. “But I think I’m going to need to sleep when we get there.”
Belterras bid them farewell and said to Tabitha, “Remember what I told you.” Then he changed into a bright yellow meadowlark and winged away into the early morning light.
“What did he tell you?” Brinley asked.
“Nothing,” Tabitha said.
“That’s not true,” Brinley said.
Tabitha’s eyes widened in horror. “I lied just now, didn’t I?”
Brinley laughed. “That’s okay, Tabitha,” she said, placing a hand on the other girl’s shoulder. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
Tabitha looked at the ground and kicked a stone. “He heard about the butterflies, and the ants.”
Brinley remembered how Tabitha had summoned the ants to overwhelm the ogre that had cornered them at Habis’s house. “Well, what about them?”
“It’s nothing,” Tabitha said, slumping down against the house.
Brinley sat beside her. “He didn’t like the butterflies?” she asked, trying to understand what Belterras could possibly be displeased about.
Tabitha shook her head. “He said that I could have done better. He said that I took a terrible risk. He said I risked your life.”
Brinley frowned. “He said that?”
Tabitha nodded vigorously and wiped a tear from her cheek. “He’s right. If I became a lion instead, or a bear or a dragon, I could have protected you better.”
“Tabitha,” Brinley said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Belterras is the Mage of Earth. He can teach you how to be the Mage of Earth. He can’t teach you how to be the Magemother’s Herald.”
Tabitha was shaking her head again. “But he’s right! Peridot told me the same thing, and she was the Magemother’s Herald, so you know she has to be right! She told me I had to be vicious sometimes in order to protect you! She told me!” Tabitha sniffed several times and then said softly, “She told me, and I tried to ignore her.”
“Peridot?” Brinley asked. “When did you speak with Peridot? Before she died?”
Tabitha shook her head. “I had a—a vision,” she said. “Except that it wasn’t really a vision. I can’t tell you, because I promised that I wouldn’t, so don’t ask me, but I did talk to her, and she told me that I had to be vicious sometimes, and I promised that I would help rescue your mother.”
Tabitha started crying again and Brinley pulled her into a hug. “Don’t worry,” she said. “We will. Don’t think about all of that right now. We can’t fix everything all at once.”
Tabitha looked at her gratefully and Brinley felt suddenly warm. She was surprised how quickly she and Tabitha had become friends, how much they cared for each other after a few short weeks. Then they were startled by a singsong voice calling to them out of the trees.
“Who’s there?” Brinley asked. Her heart was pounding loudly in her ears as she turned on the spot, peering into the trees for the source of the voice.
“Don’t flee,” the voice said. “It’s me.” A blood-red cat stepped from the trees on their left and settled down on its haunches to lick a paw.
Brinley gasped. “You’re that cat that Archibald was telling me about, aren’t you? What did you find out about my father? And where’s Archibald?” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion, scanning the trees for a sign of the man.
“What’s your name?” Tabitha said sharply. Brinley could tell from the tone of her voice that Tabitha was just as startled by this new arrival as she was.
The cat ignored Tabitha, but its green eyes flashed up to meet Brinley’s. “My name is Tobias, servant of Cyus.”
Tabitha snorted. “No, you’re not,” she said. Then, at the confused look on Brinley’s face, she explained. “Cyus is just a children’s tale—a legend that mothers use to scare their children. He lives in a glass kingdom where he sees and records everything that happens in Aberdeen. He is supposed to record everything that everyone does. And he has a magical cat—the Swelter Cat—that can run messages to your mother if you’re bad, or he can set your toys on fire.” She grinned at the cat. “So don’t be bad, Brinley,” she said in a mocking tone, “or the Swelter Cat will burn your toys.” She jabbed a finger at the cat. “It’s just a story, though. This poor cat seems to have been bewitched so that it speaks in rhymes.”
The cat shot Tabitha a dark look and raised a paw, sticking a long, sharp claw out. “You’re not the first to ridicule, but all are dead who played the fool.”
Tabitha frowned at the cat, but remained silent.
The Swelter Cat, satisfied, went on. “A Swelter Cat’s words must always rhyme. Every sentence, every time. I can say whatever I please. I can even lie. But it’s lucky I can rhyme with ease, for if I don’t, I die.
“If you are who you say you are,” Brinley broke in, “why are you here?”
The cat drew itself up a little taller. “I have come with a message of greatest import. Sent to you as a last resort.”
Tabitha harrumphed. “There’s nothing about him rhyming in the stories,” she said. “How can we trust him?”
Brinley placed a calming hand on her. She wasn’t sure why Tabitha was overreacting. It wasn’t like her to be rude or skeptical. In truth, the cat had done nothing suspicious yet, apart from appearing out of nowhere. “What is your message?” she asked the cat.
The cat cleared its throat. “Your father is trapped in Inveress. Fear not, he suffers no distress. He cannot get out on his own; he needs his daughter and the crone.”
Brinley felt her pulse quicken. Her father! It knew where her father was!
“Where is he?” Brinley asked. “What’s Inveress?”
Tabitha sighed. “It’s the magical glass kingdom that doesn’t exist.”
Brinley turned on her. “Why do you doubt all of this, Tabitha? Is it really a children’s tale? Do you know for certain?”
“No,” Tabitha said, defensively. “But it’s just a story.”
“Well, the cat’s right here,” Brinley said, pointing at Tobias. “And it says it knows where my father is.”
“He, please,” the Swelter Cat said.
“He says he knows where my father is. Do you know where my father is, Tabitha? Why are you making fun of him?”
Tabitha’s mouth clamped shut on something before she could say it, her jaw quivering with emotion. Then, without warning, she started to cry.
Brinley froze, uncertain what to do.
The Swelter Cat took a few steps forward. “The mother of Tabitha, long since dead, told her stories when she put her to bed. She took to the streets when her parents died, and searched for Inveress to hide.”
“What?” Brinley said. “What do you mean?”
“It’s true,” Tabitha said through her hands. “My mother told me stories about Inveress when I was little. Cyus and the Swelter Cat in the city of glass. But she told the stories different. Inveress was a happy place. The best. And when they died…”
“You went looking for it,” Brinley finished, beginning to understand.
“But it was just a story,” Tabitha mumbled.
“But it’s not, as you will see,” the Swelter Cat said. “You’ll surely see, if you follow me.”
Tabitha came out from behind her hands and gave the cat a thoughtful look, as if she wasn’t sure what to believe.
Just then, Archibald appeared. He came crashing through trees into the clearing, panting loudly. His hat had fallen off and his hair was disheveled. He limped slightly, using his cane for support. “There you are,” he grunted.
“Archibald!” Brinley exclaimed. “Are you all right?” She hurried over to him and he put a hand on her shoulder for balance.
“I’m fine. Twisted my ankle.” He pointed his cane at the Swelter Cat and Tobias glared back at him. “Bolted away from me as soon as he came back from the Void, the devil. I’ve been chasing him all afternoon. Practically killed poor Pilfur, running him all day. I had to leave him back at a stream to rest.” He pointed in the direction he had come from.
“Sit down and rest,” Brinley told him. “I was just about to ask Tobias to repeat his message.”
“Good,” Archibald said. “I would like to hear it myself, after all that.”
The Swelter Cat ignored Archibald. “Your father is trapped in Inveress. Fear not, he suffers no distress. He cannot get out on his own; he needs his daughter and the crone.”
“What’s a crone?” Tabitha asked.
“An ugly old lady,” Archibald said. He turned to the Swelter Cat. “Who?”
“The witch,” Tobias said. “The witch that is white, who was born in the dark but has come to the light.”
Brinley squinted at him in confusion. “Uh…who now?”
The Swelter Cat sighed and cleared his throat. “Habis, her name is.”
“Oh,” Brinley said with a nod. “Habis. We know her…Born in the dark but has come to the light. She’s going to love that.”
Tobias got to his feet, stretching. “Excellent,” he said, “the choice is made. Leave now, or you might be delayed.”
“What?” Brinley asked. “I can’t—we can’t leave now! We have to save Unda. We can’t just leave him there, now that we know where he is.”
The Swelter Cat coughed. “So, you’ll just let your father be? That isn’t very daughterly.”
“No!” Brinley said, going red in the face. “Of course not! But you said he isn’t in any danger, didn’t you?” She rubbed her face with her hands. Her head hurt. How could she be putting her father off now that she knew where he was? What had happened to her? She hadn’t even thought about it, hadn’t even considered abandoning Unda to go and save her father. What was happening to her? “Tabitha!” she snapped. “What are you laughing about? This isn’t funny.”
“Sorry, Brinley,” Tabitha said, giggling. “It’s just…daughterly…It isn’t a very good rhyme.”
“Oh,” Brinley said, “No, I suppose not.”
The Swelter Cat flicked his tail loftily and turned his butt to them.
“Now you see here,” Archibald said, rising to his feet painfully and wagging a finger at the cat. “You’ll show Brinley the respect she deserves.”
“I need some time,” Brinley told Tobias. “Can you come back later? Will my father be okay just a little longer? I can’t leave just now. A friend of mine is in trouble and I need to help him.”
The Swelter Cat gave a bemused expression. “Three days more you’ll have to burn, then with or without you, I must return.”
“Three days,” Brinley murmured. It was better than nothing, she supposed.
“Um,” Tabitha said. “And what are you going to do for three days?”
“If you like, I’ll tag along. Leaving you would just be wrong.”
Tabitha grimaced. “What if we don’t like?”
The Swelter Cat just smiled.
“Well,” Brinley said, “I guess he’s coming with us.”
“Then I am too,” Archibald said. “If it’s all the same to you.”
“Archibald,” Tabitha said, “he’s got you rhyming now.”
Archibald pursed his lips and the Swelter Cat grinned. Brinley turned to Tabitha. “Well, Tabitha, we had better get going. I hope you can carry all of us.”



Chapter Fifteen
In which there is a dragon
Hugo woke in the middle of the night because someone was staring at him. His voice caught in his throat around the name. “Molad.”
His own dark reflection smiled back at him deviously. Hugo wondered how that was possible, then remembered that he had fallen asleep with the mirror open. He fought the urge to run, and snapped the mirror shut instead.
I can dance the dance, Molad said in his head, his voice dripping with pride, confident he had an offer that Hugo could not resist.
Hugo’s mind quieted. This was just himself he was speaking to, after all. Besides, it was a lie. No, you can’t.
Hugo could almost feel Molad smile. No, he agreed, you’re right. I can’t. That’s good. You’re learning…but you can’t dance it either.


Hugo nodded. The truth was clear to him now. Neither of us can by ourselves.
I will help you today, Molad said. I will give you whatever help you need, for a price.


Hugo closed his eyes. He didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to even consider it, but he didn’t see what choice he had. Without Molad’s help, he didn’t stand a chance of meeting with the dragon and living to tell the tale. What price?


I want one hour, Molad said. One hour of freedom.


Hugo laughed. After what you did last time?
Do you think I’m stupid?


That is my price, Molad said. Pay it or play with the dragon yourself. We both know how that will end.


Hugo punched the bed in frustration. Fine! he snapped. But you get ten minutes. Ten minutes or no deal, and you can’t hurt anyone this time.


Hugo felt Molad glow with satisfaction. Very well. Ten minutes. No hurting. You have a deal.


Hugo sighed. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and felt Molad skulk away into the recesses of his mind. I will learn to do things without you someday, Hugo promised. Molad didn’t bother answering.
They both knew it wasn’t true.
***
Hugo was surprised to find the king waiting for him in the throne room. He was sitting cross-legged in the center of the floor, his eyes closed, his sword lying naked on his lap. His eyes fluttered open when Hugo entered, and he rose, sheathed his sword with a subtle motion, and bowed. “I thought you would come back,” he said.
“Why?”
The king’s shoulder twitched with the ghost of a shrug. “Dragons love the night.”
Hugo took his place in the center of the floor. He felt Molad’s emotions bubbling at the edges of his consciousness, sifting into his thoughts, his heart. He bristled at the sensation, then forced himself to surrender.
Good, Molad said. We will share.
Hugo could still feel their body. He could still move it too, as long as Molad allowed, just as Molad could move it with his permission. Their thoughts and emotions ran together as well. Hugo felt alarm at the emptiness running through Molad’s heart, like a river that ran unchanging across the face of a fluctuating world. The darkness in it unsettled him. It was like peering into a black abyss. But there was beauty there too, unlike anything he had felt before, and freedom like a dark, soaring anarchy of thought.
Yes, Molad said. Yes. I will move the body. You will silence the mind.


Molad took a step and Hugo let him do it, choosing to trust, choosing to allow. He did not try to still their thoughts. It was too difficult. There was too much to process. He simply allowed them to come and go as they pleased. They were sporadic at first, his own fears and nervousness whirling together with Molad’s dark dreams of power, of joy, of secrets held in a dragon’s mind beneath the earth.
They moved together, but it was a different dance than the one the king of the gnomes had made. It was their own: the dance of the Mage of Light and Darkness. Then that too faded away. The place where Hugo ended and Molad began became hazy, indistinct, until neither of them could find it, until neither of them could remember being separate from each other.
And when their separate selves were forgotten, a new being was born, a being with no name, no beginning, no end, and no identity beyond the dance. It lunged, pivoting with a quickness that would have defied the human prince. Its sword licked out, catching the low light of the dwindling fire in a bead, sent it flying with a flick across the room at the silent watcher, the small man with an inhuman strength in his bones, the gnome king. The dancer moved across the room, blending into darkness, flying out of it with the strength of the earth and a raised sword. Passion filled the dancer, an anger older than the stars, and it struck.
There was the loud, crisp ringing of steel, and Hugo shook his head, trying to regain his thoughts, trying to remember what had happened. His own long sword rested against the king’s shorter one, upraised to block a death blow that he could not remember making.
The king lowered his sword slowly, and sheathed it again. He looked at Hugo as if he had not seen him properly before.
“You are ready.”
***
When morning came, Hugo, Animus, and Cannon followed Thieutukar into the depths of the castle. They descended stair after twisting stone stair until Hugo decided that the ancient fortress must have been started on the bottom of a canyon and then built up; nobody could have dug a foundation so deep. Minutes passed, and still more, until they came upon the dungeons. Hugo was relieved to find them empty, but could not miss the signs that they had been full before. There were scratches on the walls, and dark spots in the stone that could not be cleaned out.
At the lowest level of the dungeon, the king came to a door of solid stone. It bore no markings, no handle or hinges. Hugo wondered for an instant how he knew it was a door at all, and then dismissed the thought. After all, sometimes when you least expect it, you see things for what they really are without trying at all.
The king placed his hand on the door and whispered something—his name, Hugo thought—and the door swung inward, revealing a steep, narrow stairway of black stone, clear as glass, leading into darkness.
“It goes down for a very long way,” the king said. “It is a couple hours’ walk, and I’m afraid you will have to go in darkness…Unless you can make light yourself. The space becomes too tight to have a smoking torch. You have no need to fear getting lost, however. There is only one tunnel. All you have to do is continue on until you reach the end of it. It would be dangerous for us to follow you. We will close the door behind you, but we will be here when you return.”
Hugo nodded. He had been expecting that. He peered down the steep staircase into the cold, stone darkness beyond. “And there’s a fire-breathing dragon at the end of it,” he said darkly.
Thieutukar brightened. “No, in fact. His fire is gone.”
Cannon slapped Hugo on the back. “See? One less thing to worry about.”
“Great,” Hugo said nervously, inching down the first couple of steps. The air tasted stale in his mouth. He didn’t like the idea of them closing the door behind him.
“Good luck, Hugo,” Animus said. “Trust in yourself.” And he shut the door. Just before he did, Hugo felt a rush of air move past him. Then someone was beside him, coughing loudly.
“Phew!” Cannon’s voice said, and then he started to laugh jubilantly. “Come on, Hugo,” Cannon bellowed. “Let’s get away before they catch me!”
A hand reached out in the darkness and pulled Hugo down the stairs. He tumbled down three steps and then found his footing, struggling to move fast enough to keep the arm from pulling him over. “Cannon?”
“Yes!” Cannon said. “Can you believe it?”
“No,” Hugo said, swatting Cannon’s hand away. “How did you do that? Did you turn into air?”
Cannon laughed. “Impressive, isn’t it? Animus doesn’t even know I can do it. I’ve been trying for years, of course, but I only figured it out last week. I’ve been saving it for a surprise.”
Hugo couldn’t help grinning. “Well, I bet he’s pretty surprised right about now.”
Cannon laughed. “Couldn’t let you go by yourself, of course. Not after what happened the other day.” Cannon grunted. “Be careful, the stairs end right there. Better slow down a bit, I’d hate to find the next staircase too abruptly.”
“Right,” Hugo said, slowing down. “Admit it, though, you just came to see the dragon.”
“Well,” Cannon admitted, “I can’t let you have all the fun, can I?”
Truth be told, Hugo was more than glad to have some company in the darkness. He didn’t know how much help Cannon would be with the dragon, but it would have been a long, lonely journey in the dark by himself. Not that he cared to tell Cannon that, of course.
“Agh!” Cannon yelped. “There’s another staircase. Better keep your hands up in case it turns. Don’t want to locate the wall with your face. How long did the king say it was to the bottom?”
“A couple of hours.”
Cannon muttered something under his breath that Hugo didn’t catch.
Hugo could guess at his thoughts. Two hours in a place like this would be a very long time. He searched for something to take his mind off the darkness around them and his mind settled on an amusing memory from the castle. Life had been simpler back then, when all he had to worry about was how to get out of his schoolwork. “Did you ever hear the story of Den and the pot of beans?” he said.
“Who?”
“Den. He’s a squire in Cornith, in service to Sir Getwist.”
“No,” Cannon said.
Hugo cleared his throat. “Well, we were having a bit of a party—the squires and me, and a few of the serving girls—after we beat Sir Mallory’s men in the knight’s tournament. It was an unauthorized party, to be honest, so it was in the middle of the night. Anyway, Den was in charge of bringing the food, but all he could find in the kitchen was a big pot full of beans, and he couldn’t figure out how he was going to smuggle them out. In the end he had the bright idea to dump them in a bag and hide them under his tunic.”
“He didn’t,” Cannon said, and Hugo could tell by his voice that he was smiling.
“He did! He was halfway down the hall when the cook caught him. Totally lost his head then. Ran down three flights of stairs trying to get away from her and ended up tripping down the last one. He fell flat on his face and that bag of beans exploded right inside his tunic. Beans everywhere! Oozing out his sleeves, down his pants. A whole line of it shot out the neck of his shirt and covered his face. The cook thought it was him that exploded. She was dancing around, screaming her head off when, to her horror, Den got up and tried to comfort her. That’s when she passed out.”
Cannon roared with laughter, filling the black tunnel with echoes.
“Best part was when the king’s physician got there. He thought Den had soiled himself. Wanted to pump him full of fluids and give him something to stop up the flow, so Den had to run for it. By the time he got to us, we didn’t care that there wasn’t any food, story like that…”
Cannon was wiping his eyes, sputtering now and then with little bursts of laughter. “You know, Hugo,” he said, “you’re all right. Sorry I’m such a prat sometimes.”
Hugo smiled. Maybe having Cannon around wouldn’t be terrible, as long as he could refrain from being so…Cannon.
Cannon clapped him on the back. “Hugo, your story has inspired me. I have thought of the perfect name for your nemesis. This darkness of yours. We shall call him…‘Mr. Poopy Pants.’”


Well, that didn’t last very long, Hugo thought.
“It’s perfect!” Cannon went on proudly. “You can’t go calling him Molad. You’ll end up taking him too seriously. This is demeaning, disrespectful, but not too serious. A little reminder not to be afraid of him, see? Also, I’m sure he’s going to be a very stinky sort of person, so this fits.”
“Cannon,” Hugo said sternly. “You can’t call it that.”
“It’s perfect.” Cannon said, dismissively. He stopped short. “Look! The darkness looks different there. Maybe we’ve reached the bottom.”
“Maybe,” Hugo said, squinting. It was impossible to tell. Then, abruptly, the stairs ended and they had their answer. There was some kind of chamber ahead. Hugo could almost sense it in the darkness, like a foreboding, something sleeping that did not want to be disturbed. Cannon must have sensed it too, for he grabbed Hugo’s arm.
“Hugo, we’re sure that his fire’s gone?”
“Afraid we’re going to be burnt to a crisp?”
“I’m afraid I will,” Cannon said. “You’ll be much less flammable without your hair.” He patted Hugo’s bald head and pushed him into the chamber, where Hugo found himself in a darkness more absolute than anything he had ever before experienced. It was like being in a cave, or in the heart of a mountain (which they were, of course), except blacker. This darkness was thicker, older, eternally cut off from light and fresh air. It had been unsettling enough to make the descent in darkness, but it was far less scary to be in the darkness when the space around him was relatively small. Now he could sense that he was in an immense cavern, and it was unsettling. Anything might be out there.
“Sure would be nice to have some light right about now, Mr. Mage of Light and Darkness,” Cannon said. His voice echoed into the space around them, convincing them of its size.
Hugo thought about it. If he let Molad out again, would he know how to make light out of nothing? If not for the leering possibility of a dragon in the shadows around him, he would have smiled at the irony of the Mage of Light being stuck in the darkness.
They heard a whisper from somewhere ahead of him.
“Hello?” Hugo called softly. He swallowed, found his voice, and called again, more loudly this time.
The whisper answered him again.
“I…”
Hugo squinted into the darkness. It seemed to be lifting, brightening by degrees somewhere ahead of him.
“Oh, boy,” Cannon said. “Here we go.”
“I…”
The brightness had condensed now, a small orb in the blackness right in front of him. It unfolded, stretched, lengthened, until it was the height of a man. Arms emerged from its sides as if an artist were painting them right before his eyes.
In the space of a heartbeat, the image sharpened and a man stood before Hugo, their faces mere inches apart. He was taller than Hugo and his hair was the color of fire. It didn’t just look like fire, it burned. His body shone like amber.
“I am Kuzo,” the dragon said. “Who are you?”
“I am Hugo,” Hugo said, swallowing hard. And in the same instant Molad said, I am Molad.
“Uh,” Cannon said, stepping back slightly, “I’m just here to watch.”
Kuzo smiled. His arm lashed out and caught Cannon in the center of his chest.
The apprentice tumbled to the floor. He did not get up.
Kuzo’s eyes snapped back to Hugo, holding his gaze with a pair of vibrant, fiery eyes and driving all concern for Cannon out of his mind. His voice was as deep as the darkness around them. “Hugo. Molad. You do not yet know yourself. Is that why you have come? I cannot give you that. Your journey was in vain.” The dragon lifted his hand, reaching for Hugo’s throat.
Molad moved faster than Hugo could, bending away into the dance. Hugo nearly stopped him, surprised, and then caught himself, allowing it to happen.
They bent and twisted, dancing around the dragon, and Hugo felt a feeling of liberation, of power, pure and unquestioned. He drew his sword and it blazed like a miniature sun. The sword spun through the air, now shrouded in darkness, now revealed, painting clean light across the dragon’s pit. He brought the blade down swiftly toward the dragon’s heart, and a blade of fire and diamond sent it glancing away, showering the void with violet sparks where the two swords met. The dancer twisted, spreading himself around the room, refracting the light from his sword until there were five swords, ten, a hundred. They dipped and scooped, collecting the violet sparks before they could fade.
Then the hundred blades coalesced into a single one again, twirling in the hands of the dancer, a single violet spark glimmering on its tip like a jewel. Kuzo lunged for it. Their swords gleamed, red on white as they met in the air, with violet dancing from blade to blade. Kuzo leapt into the air and Hugo rolled to the side as the red blade cleaved the air where his head had been moments before. Their blades met again and Kuzo stole the spark from Hugo’s blade. Hugo wove around him and retrieved it. The sound of diamond and steel and flame echoed through the vast darkness as they traded the spark back and forth, back and forth.
Molad worked to keep them alive. Hugo worked to keep possession of the spark, and together they danced with the dragon. Finally their blades met for the final time—the spark hovered between them as they struggled against each other, then inched toward the tip of Hugo’s blade. The dancer stopped, Hugo and Molad melding again into one, and with the swiftness of silence itself, they threw back their head and blew fire at the tip of the upraised sword.
The violet spark shimmered in the flames and became stone, a flawless gem the size of an egg. It slid down the dancer’s blade and they caught it. Kuzo stared at it hungrily, and then, to the dragon’s surprise, they handed it to him.
The dragon took it, speechless, and bowed. Then there was a sound like the howling of wind through stone, so loud it was overwhelming. Hugo covered his ears and winced, and when he opened his eyes Kuzo was in his true form: a great dragon, red and black, with eyes of pure gold and wings like iron sails. It regarded him wordlessly for a moment and then settled down, its golden eyes coming to rest on the purple jewel that was pinched delicately between two claws.
Hugo stumbled slightly as the dancer died again, went back to wherever he had come from. He eyed the purple stone in the dragon’s hands and tried to remember where it had come from. They had made it, he thought, Molad and himself. How, he did not know.
“You have brought me battle,” the dragon whispered in a voice like the east wind. “And treasure. What do you desire?”
Hugo fumbled for an answer, reaching for Molad, but encountered only his own thoughts. He thought of asking the dragon about Chantra, and then didn’t. It was probably a good idea to ease into things.
“You are magnificent,” he said. “How is it possible that the king can keep you a prisoner here?”
Kuzo flicked the tip of his tail restlessly. “That is a long, sad tale. I do not wish to tell it again so soon.”
“Again?” Hugo asked. “Who did you tell the first time?”
“Someone who thought they could help me,” the dragon said. “A mage…She was young, new to her powers. I did not wish to tell her, but I could not resist. She was the Mage of Fire, after all, and I am a dragon.”
“Chantra,” Hugo said. He felt a bubble of excitement from Molad.
The dragon nodded wearily. “I lost my fire,” he said. “She hoped to restore it to me one day.”
“Where is she now?” Hugo asked, and the dragon closed his eyes.
“Beyond my reach,” he said, and there was something in his tone that said the subject was closed. Hugo was about to press him anyway, but Molad interrupted him.
“How did you lose your fire?”
Kuzo beat the ground with his clawed foreleg and growled viciously. “The Betrayer,” he spat. “Gadjihalt. He stole my fire.”
“How?” Molad urged, taking a step back as Kuzo’s tail twitched again.
“He mocked our laws,” the dragon said. “He desecrated the body of my Anorre.”
“What do you mean? What laws?”
The dragon growled impatiently “Dragons live by laws of their own—deep magic from the dawn of time. We mate for life; our fire is bound to the life force of our mate. If one dies, its body must be burned or the mated dragon’s fire will wither until there is nothing left.” Kuzo gave him a hard look. “Do you know of Anorre?”
Hugo shook his head.
“Anorre was my mate. Shael slaughtered her for some dark purpose, and then Gadjihalt burned her body, all of it, except for her heart, and one spike from the crown of her head. The heart, Shael used to work his magic, and with the spike, Gadjihalt fashioned the hilt of a great sword.”
The dragon paused, and Hugo looked up at him, but his face was hidden.
“I came seeking my revenge,” Kuzo said, “but my flame was already waning. Gadjihalt killed me with the sword that he made from the body of my mate.”
Hugo waited, listening for the rest of the story, but none came. “But you’re not dead,” he said.
“I am close enough,” he said. “My fire is gone. Without it, I cannot fly. I cannot even break the small magic of the gnomes that keeps me bound in the heart of this mountain.”
Hugo was silent for a moment, studying the blackness that surrounded them. There was a silence in the darkness, a reverence for the long, sorrowful wait that Kuzo had endured.
“Why did Thieutukar lock you in here?” he asked finally.
“It was his father,” the dragon said. “I was wounded badly when I finally fell from the sky in my retreat. I landed in the gnome city. I was beyond anger then. My judgement was gone. I killed many of his people, even those that tried to help me. He was not wrong to imprison me…”
Hugo stifled his surprise. “You’re not mad?”
The dragon growled. “Few live long enough to find the hatred I have found…But it is not for the gnomes. They did nothing to me. They put a dead dragon in a tomb of his own making.”
“You want to kill Gadjihalt,” Hugo said, feeling relief at discovering they shared the same enemies.
“I did once,” the dragon said. “Now, I wish only for my waiting to be over. I am weary of living in the dark, and I cannot seem to die.”
Hugo felt Molad’s determination, his clear certainty surfacing inside of him. “I will help you,” said Hugo, but the dragon said nothing.
He bent his long neck until his large golden eye was level with Hugo and said, “You are young. You should not make promises lightly to a dragon.”
“I don’t,” Molad said. “I will get you what you need, and you will get me what I need.”
“And what do you need?” Kuzo said, his voice a whisper.
“Chantra.”
The dragon stared at him silently. “Very well,” he said. “I will tell you where to find her when you have brought me what I require.”
“And what is that?” Hugo said, as Molad reveled in self-satisfaction.
“A small thing,” the dragon said. “The last part of my beloved Anorre.” His eyes settled on Hugo, heavy and dim, as if the weight of an ancient world rested inside them. His words were low and quick, as if by speaking them aloud he feared that the hope they held would fade into the darkness. “Bring me the spike-hilt sword of Gadjihalt the Betrayer.”
Hugo nodded cautiously. “It’s a deal,” he said.
“Good.” The dragon’s tail whipped around in the air like a long, fiery rope, razor sharp spikes glinting on the end of it. “I have something to give you before you go. Something to remember me by. Something to remind you why you must not return empty-handed.” The tail lashed again, flicking out of the darkness and glancing off Hugo’s thigh.
Hugo shouted and stumbled. He scrambled backwards, the pain in his leg threatening to block out the world. He put his hand over the wound and felt hot, wet blood there.
“Why?” Hugo shouted angrily. “Why would you do that?”
But the dragon was gone.



Chapter Sixteen
In which Tabitha boils some water
By the time they arrived back at the Lake of Eyes, Brinley was exhausted. The trip had taken a couple of hours, and it had been so cramped on Tabitha’s back with Archibald and the Swelter Cat riding behind her that she had been unable to sleep. Of course, if she were honest with herself, it wasn’t just cramped quarters that kept her awake. She was afraid of what dreams might come if she drifted off. She had grown wary of letting herself sleep. She didn’t like getting lost in worlds that seemed so real, so terrible, only to wake and wonder what it meant. When she slid off Tabitha’s back and onto the shore of the lake, her legs nearly collapsed beneath her.
Archibald reached out a hand to steady her. “Easy,” he said. “You’ve had a long couple of days.”
Brinley put a hand to her head. “Thank you, Archibald. Yes, I suppose I have.”
“What are we going to write this time?” Tabitha asked, producing a good flat stone from the shore and handing it to Brinley.
“Something about the sea,” Brinley said, taking the stone. After a moment’s thought, she wrote:
Give us the Mage of Water, and we will give you the sea.


She let Tabitha throw it into the water. A moment later, a plain brown stone landed on the shore next to them. Archibald picked it up and handed it to Brinley, who jumped as the chorus of voices shouted in her mind again, NO!
“Agh!” she growled in frustration, and threw the stone back into the lake. “They still say no.” She put a hand to her head to steady herself again. “I think I’m going to lie down. I’m too tired to think what to do next.”
Archibald nodded. “A good idea. Sleep for a while. We still have the whole morning. Tobias and I can circle the lake while you rest and see if we find anything. Though I don’t doubt that whatever success we have here will have to do with the creature who has been throwing these.” He picked up a stone, frowning at it thoughtfully, then tossed it into the water and began to circle the lake slowly. The Swelter Cat followed him grudgingly, complaining all the while.
“Tobias and I can circle the lake,” the cat mimicked. “Because the Swelter Cat doesn’t deserve a break.” The cat stepped in front of Archibald’s foot, causing him to trip and stumble into the water.
“Argh! Stop it, you!” Archibald snapped, waving his cane at the cat and making it spring away.
The Swelter Cat sniffed and licked a paw indifferently. “You get what you get, and you don’t throw a fit.”
Brinley grinned at them. What a pair they made. Archibald had explained on the way over that Tobias had indeed once been the servant of Cyus, but had left his service and the Void several years ago, against his master’s will. Archibald had heard rumors of where the cat had been hiding and decided that Tobias would make the ideal messenger for them. However, he had been strangely silent on the topic of how one actually gets into the Void. She made a mental note to ask him about it later.
“Wake me up if anything happens,” Brinley said, watching Tabitha search the beach for other suitable message rocks. “I just need to rest awhile.”
Tabitha nodded, not really hearing her. She was staring at the lake again. She waited as Brinley moved away to lie down on a soft patch of grass, then turned to stare at the water disapprovingly. She spoke softly so that Brinley would not hear. “You know, it’s really not nice of you to be like this. The Magemother deserves everyone’s respect. She’s one of the most important people in the world. You are supposed to help her. We are all supposed to help her.” She eyed the water patiently, waiting for a response, and when none came she wrote her words on a rock and threw it in.
A moment later a plain rock came back and she picked it up, but nothing happened.
I can’t read your thought rocks like the Magemother, Tabitha scratched into the rock. She threw it back.
A moment later another rock came out with one word written on it: “Can’t.”
“You can’t help her?” Tabitha asked. “You mean you can’t give Unda back?”
Why? She wrote on another stone.
The stone came back with words scratched haltingly on the opposite side: “Give the sun.”
“Give you the sun?” Tabitha said, perplexed. “Trade? But you can’t have the sun. We need it. And it’s too big to fit in the lake.” She scratched the word “Can’t” on another rock and threw it into the lake, and it came back a moment later with nothing new added to it, just her original message.
“I see,” Tabitha said, though she knew she probably didn’t. “You can’t help us? Fine.” She sat down on the shore and stared at the lake, and her mind drifted to another lake, and the journey that she had made to the kingdom of the nymph queens. She thought of the promise that she had made to them, that she would help find their sister, Brinley’s mother, the old Magemother. The only way that was going to happen was if they found the mages. Habis said that without all of the mages, Brinley’s mother would not be able to be healed. They had to get Unda back. They simply had to.
She glowered at the lake, thinking of the merfolk within it who held the person that she needed, and refused to give him up. She felt helpless, stuck at the edge of a problem that she couldn’t solve for Brinley. She thought of Belsie and his disappointment. She thought of Peridot and how she had ignored her counsel. She thought of how she had risked Brinley’s life running from her own fear of violence.
She felt something tighten inside her. She thought of the arm coming out of the lake, throwing stone after unhelpful stone out at them, speaking in riddles and barring their way to Unda, to Brinley’s mother. The thing that had been tightening inside her broke suddenly, and she picked up stone after stone, drawing on them, small curses, spells, hexes like the ones that Habis had taught her. One by one, she threw them into the water.
When she had exhausted the supply of stones near her, she moved down the shore and started over again. She cursed the water to dry up, to be thirsty for rain and never receive it, to grow stale and warm and dank, for the fish to leave it, for people to never find it again. She cursed it to never be touched again by the sun, never to feed a stream, never to be fed by one. She cursed it to die. She threw the last stone in and left to find more. She had seen some good flat ones, perfect curse rocks, up in the patch of trees where she had found the berries.
***
Brinley awakened. She had shifted in her sleep and now the little black stone from Calypsis was pinching her leg painfully. She drew it out of her pocket and ran a finger across the smooth, black surface. A sudden idea struck her then, and she reached into the stone with her mind. She thought back to the lightfall, to the words spoken there, to the peace that had filled her, and tried to fill the stone with it.
It sort of worked, she thought. Not perfectly, but there was a sense of peace inside it now that hadn’t been there before. She withdrew from the stone and hefted it. It felt the same, and yet, without a doubt, something had changed. It had an almost soothing quality now. Just holding it made her feel better about things. She wondered if Tabitha would be able to feel the difference as well.
“Tabitha?” she called. She put the stone back in her pocket and walked to the water’s edge. She could see Archibald and the Swelter Cat on the other side of the lake, but where was Tabitha? An uneasy feeling struck her.
Oh no…She knew that feeling. Where was Tabitha? What had she done? Why had she gone to sleep and left Tabitha alone with the water? Something had happened. The lake had taken her too, perhaps. And now she had two people to rescue.
“TABITHA!” she called, and the water rippled. A man with strong arms of braided seaweed rose from the water. His face was pale, white, and his hair was the color of the water. He wore a rusted steel breastplate on his chest and an empty sword scabbard on his left hip. In one hand he carried a wooden shield that was half rotted away, and in the other he held a bag of netted seaweed full of stones.
“I am Dram,” he said simply, glaring at her as if she had done something terrible.
“You are the one who caught our stones,” Brinley said, recognizing his arm.
“Yes,” he said, dropping the bag on the shore. He leveled a finger at her. “You attacked us. You pay the price.”
“Attacked?” Brinley asked nervously. “What do you mean?”
“We talk with you. You talk with us. You ask. We say no.” He gestured with his empty hand. “And then you curse us.”
Brinley’s eyes narrowed, thinking that the merman must be trying to trick her in some way. “I did no such thing,” she said firmly. “Tell me, where is Unda? Why won’t you give him back to me? Why won’t you let us return you to the ocean?”
The merman pointed to the bag of stones that he had brought. “You have cursed us.” Then his expression darkened. “Yes. I will take you to the mage. You will become our prisoner, as he did.” He leapt forward and grabbed her around the waist, walking back towards the water. She struggled, punching him in the side.
“Archibald!” she cried. “Help!”
If Archibald heard her, she never found out, for even as she struggled to get free, the merman knocked her on the head with the flat of his shield, and everything went dark.
***
When Tabitha returned to the shore with the hem of her dress full of flat stones, she found a bag full of her curse rocks sitting there. Brinley was gone.
“Oh, no,” she whispered, and then shouted for Brinley. She ran back to where Brinley had been resting but found her nowhere. She knew that she wouldn’t, but she tried anyway, even though she knew—the lake had taken her. It had been angry, she thought, about the curses. It had gotten angry and taken Brinley instead of her. Why did she leave? What had she been thinking?
She dove into the lake, changing into a fish. She wished, in that moment, that she could take the shape of a shark instead, something menacing, something scary. She searched the whole lake from top to bottom, side to side, and all around the edges. It was deeper than she thought, and colder, but it was empty. There were fish, of course, and rocks and plants, but nothing else. No kingdom of merfolk, no towers and halls like Brinley had said. And no Brinley.
She rose from the lake bitterly and glowered at the water. It had taken Unda. It had taken Brinley. And it was all her fault. If she hadn’t lost her temper and cursed the water, this wouldn’t have happened. If she was a better herald, this wouldn’t have happened. If she had been a good protector, they would have known to be afraid of her. They would have known not to ever harm Brinley.
“Bring her back!” she shouted, stomping into the water, but nothing happened.
“Bring her back or I will burn you up,” she whispered. The water remained motionless, still and silent at her threats. “I will make you hear me,” she said, twisting around. She took everything that was in her heart and channeled it into her shaping. She shaped fire out of her fear. She took the anger she felt at herself and formed wings, and a great white dragon stomped a clawed foot into the lake and bellowed so loudly that the earth shook. Then it bent its head to the water and red fire burst from it, bathing the lake in light, making the water hiss and scream as it turned to steam.
***
Brinley came to on the sandy floor of the lake with a hundred feet of water pressing down on her. She panicked, thrashing for air, then realized that she was breathing water. The merfolk must have done something to her, changed her so that she could breathe in their world.
She was inside the dream that she had seen in the stone. She was in a round cell with black bars stretching all around her, as high as she could see, and through the bars there was nothing but darkness. Darkness and guards, that is. Four mermen with muscular arms and glistening red tails stood just beyond the bars, watching her. They carried no weapons that Brinley could see, but they looked menacing enough. Something made a ringing sound against the bars and Brinley peered into the half-light behind her. Sure enough, there was a figure there, sprawled on the ground and leaning against the bars. She stepped closer and saw that it was a boy. He was a few years older than she was, and had dark hair and blue eyes and a face that seemed to be always thinking hard about something else. Even now, he seemed not to see her, his eyes glazed over in some strange sort of trance as he tapped the bars again with his hand. There was a dull silver ring on his forefinger (which accounted for the noise), and it caught the light as he tapped again and again, a steady, feeble call for help into the darkness.
“Unda?” she said, and his hand froze. His face, however, did not change.
“Unda? Can you hear me?”
Unda’s eyes came back into focus for a moment, and his face twisted in agony. He fell forward onto his knees, hands pressed against the sides of his head. He reached out to her, hand shaking, clutching at the water desperately.
“Give it to me,” he groaned.
She took a half step back, unsure of what to do, but at his words, something moved inside her. It was as if a great weight had been cut loose from its moorings in her heart and shifted, swinging slowly away from her, toward him, and she recognized it for what it was. She crossed the distance between them and placed her hands on his head, whispering into his ear. When she finished saying the words, she felt the weight tear away from her and settle into him, and at the same moment he seemed to straighten up.
“Unda,” she said.
“Yes,” he said. “That is my name. I had forgotten.”
“You forgot who you are?”
“I forgot many things,” he said wearily. “When I ran.”
“When you came here, you mean?” she asked, indicating the cell.
He shook his head. “When I hid from the pain,” he said. “There was great pain, when I lost the connection to the water.” He glanced at her questioningly. “When you took it from me…You did take it, didn’t you? And now you have given it back.”
She nodded. “I did. I’m sorry, but I had to, to defeat Lux. You remember him, don’t you? And my mother, the last Magemother? She was the Magemother that you knew.”
He squinted as if struggling to remember. “Yes,” he said. “I forgot their faces. I had to forget everything, to forget the pain.” His face went oddly blank, and she put a hand on his arm.
“Unda,” Brinley said, “can you get us out of here?”
Unda glanced around at the bars of their cell casually. “That will not be a problem,” he said. He gave her a searching look and began to circle their cell, reminding her of the giant cats that she had seen in a zoo once, pacing back and forth across their enclosure. “Is your mother dead?”
“No, she’s alive. But she will die if we do not save her. We need all of the mages in order to save her. That is one of the reasons I came to find you.”
He nodded. “One of the reasons?”
Brinley hesitated. “I think that there may be a war soon. Lux is dead, but I have called a new Mage of Light and Darkness, and he is being tested. Shael has found a way to send creatures across the bridge from the Ire. We are going to need all of the mages again, though you may be in just as much danger now as when you went into hiding.”
He shrugged. “Hiding us was the Magemother’s idea. Not mine. Who else have you found? Chantra? Lignumis?”
She shook her head. “You’re the first.”
“It’s Chantra that you should look for next,” he said, folding his arms behind his back thoughtfully. “I had the skill to forget my mind and hide from the pain. Lignumis may have succeeded in this also, but she will not have. She was young, wild, never willing to apply herself to the boring exercises that build that kind of strength. She would not have been able to cope well with the loss of her powers. She will need you.” He tapped the bar with his ring again and closed his eyes, listening to the sound. Then he swept his arms up and the bars peeled away, ripped away as easily as if they had been made of cloth.
One of the four guards gave a shout and they rushed from the room. Not at all what you would expect guards to do when a prisoner was escaping, Brinley thought, but maybe they knew they were no match for him.
“Why did they lock you up?” she asked.
“I asked them to,” he said simply. “I wanted them to hide me, lock me away somewhere where I would be safe. They have guarded me, but they knew I would break out when I was ready.” He paused suddenly, raising a hand. “Do you feel that?” He closed his eyes as if listening hard.
“What?” Brinley asked.
His eyes snapped open again. “The lake is under attack. The water is evaporating…A great beast burns the lake. A dragon.” He glanced at Brinley. “Did you bring a dragon?”
“Um,” Brinley said uncertainly. She thought suddenly of Tabitha. She couldn’t turn into a dragon, could she? Then she thought of Tabitha watching her get dragged into the lake, taken captive by merfolk. Suddenly it didn’t seem so out of the question. “Yes. I think I might have.”
***
Archibald grasped the dragon’s tail, tugging on it violently, but to no avail. Rivers of fire continued to pour out of the dragon’s mouth and into the lake. Finally, in desperation, he drew back his cane and brought it down heavily on one of the dragon’s clawed, white feet. He wiped his brow and stepped back as the dragon slowly turned its head to look at him.
“Tabitha,” Archibald said sternly, “what are you doing? Where is Brinley? Is she in the lake?”
The dragon blinked and shook its head in annoyance, then turned back to the lake and roared, blowing another deep line of flames into the lake to make a great, frothing cloud of steam.
Archibald picked his hat up from where it had fallen in his struggle with Tabitha and placed it back on his head. He had never seen Tabitha like this. Truth be told, he hadn’t known she had it in her. She was out of control, beyond reasoning with. She had nearly killed him earlier, when he had come up on her from behind. His vest was badly burned from the experience.
He only hoped that whatever had happened, she had a good reason to be this way, and that she was making things better instead of worse. The lake had already receded noticeably. In another couple of hours she would likely succeed in reducing the lake to a puddle, not to mention cooking whatever happened to be living down there.
He stumbled backward as a wave of heat hit him, retreating behind a tall, upright rock. The Swelter Cat was sitting on the other side of it, preening a paw as if it hadn’t a care in the world.
“Quite a temper that one’s got,” the cat muttered. “Things are getting pretty hot.”
Archibald scowled at him, then peered cautiously around the edge of the stone.
***
The dragon did not notice right away when Brinley’s head broke the surface of the water.
“Tabitha!” she shouted, swimming away from the flames and towards the shore. “Tabitha!”
The dragon shook its head, baring its white teeth between spouts of fire. “Don’t worry, Brinley!” it growled. “I’m coming. I’ll boil them out. They can’t ignore me forever. I’ll—Oh, Brinley!” The dragon had spotted her now, and Brinley relaxed. For a moment she had wondered if she might be accidentally boiled alive.
The dragon extended a paw to her and Brinley grabbed on to one of the curling white claws, careful not to cut herself as she was drawn toward the shore.
The dragon shrank out of sight as soon as Brinley was back on dry ground, replaced by a frazzled-looking Tabitha, bobbing up and down on tiptoes anxiously.
“Oh, Brinley!” she said, rushing forward and hugging her tightly. “I’m so glad you’re all right.”
“Me too,” Brinley spluttered.
“But where’s Unda?” Tabitha asked, craning her neck over Brinley’s shoulder as if she might be hiding him in her back pocket. Tabitha began to roll up her sleeves angrily. “They have to give him back, too. First they take him. Then they take you! I’ll make them give him back. I’ll—”
“Tabitha!” Brinley said sternly. “Calm down.” She placed a hand on the girl’s arm.
“Oh,” Tabitha said. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
Brinley patted her arm, walking her toward the shore of the lake. “Unda is on his way up,” she said. “He’s just talking with the merking.”
“Oh. The king?” Tabitha said. She put her hands to her face in horror. “I hope he’s not angry with me. I’ve burned up his lake!”
“Not all of it,” Brinley said, grinning. “Besides, you didn’t really hurt any of the merfolk, though they were getting quite nervous.”
“Oh, good,” Tabitha said, relaxing. “That’s wonderful.”
“Are you okay?” Archibald asked, coming up to them. He placed his hands on Brinley’s shoulders and looked her over for damage. When he was satisfied that she was all right, he asked, “What did you find out?”
“Unda came to the merking,” Brinley explained. “The king agreed to use his magic to hide Unda if Unda would return their people to the sea, but the food they fed him made him sick. It made him lose his memory, I think. I don’t think it was meant for humans. But the merfolk thought that he was faking, and they got angry with him, so they locked him up.”
“That’s terrible!” Tabitha exclaimed.
Archibald shook his head. “It was just a big misunderstanding?” he said. “Who would have thought?”
“Unda remembered in time, though,” Brinley said. “I gave his power back and it all came back to him. He’s working it out with the king now.”
At her words, two shapes emerged from the water. One was a young man with dark hair and eyes the color of the sea. The other was a burly fellow with a watery green beard. Brinley could see the spot on his belly where skin turned into scales. Unda and the king were still chatting in a strange, cooing language that sounded like nonsense. Then Unda shook the king’s hand and walked the rest of the way out of the water. Brinley noticed that his clothes were completely dry the moment they left the water. She, on the other hand was freezing, now that her damp clothes had cooled in the air.
“I do not have the time to move their whole city now,” Unda said. “But I promised them that when the war is over, I will.”
“How did they get here in the first place?” Brinley asked.
“They came out of the sea long ago, searching for a quiet place to live, I think, and they found it. But now the sea calls to them, and they cannot find their way back. The rivers have changed since then. Some have dried up altogether. And always they must fear the nymphs who rule the waters of Aberdeen. They would not be pleased to find a city of merfolk. Several of their people have left to find the path but none have returned.” He waved at the king and the large man nodded and slipped back into the water. “Soon they’ll be back where they belong.” he said.
“Speaking of soon, it’s well after noon,” the Swelter Cat said to Brinley. “Your time’s running out while you just stand about.”
Brinley sighed. “Come, Unda. I want you to meet my friends.”



Chapter Seventeen
In which Molad crosses a line
The first thing that Hugo noticed was the horrible taste in his mouth. He wondered for a moment how it got there. He hadn’t eaten anything strange for breakfast, had he? Then the pain in his leg surged to the forefront of his awareness and he gave an involuntary gasp.
“It’s okay,” a voice said.
He felt a cold compress cover his forehead, and someone squeezed his hand. He squeezed it back automatically, then released it and reached for his leg. He needed to touch it, to feel it. It must be ripped in two to feel like that. Hands stopped him, holding him back.
“No, Hugo,” the voice said. “You mustn’t touch it. They said you’ll feel much better in a couple of hours.”
“Brinley?” Hugo asked blearily, opening his eyes to make sure. Yes, it was her. What was she doing here? “Where am I?” he asked, realizing that he didn’t actually know where here was.
“You’re still in the castle,” Brinley said. “Tuck’s castle, in Tourilia. You fought a dragon this morning, so they tell me.”
“But how did you get here?” Hugo asked. He racked his brain in vain, but the last thing he remembered was Kuzo’s tail coming out of nowhere.
“I felt your pain,” Brinley said. “So I came.”
“Where were you?” Hugo asked, trying to take his mind off his leg.
“I was with Unda,” Brinley said.
Hugo opened his eyes again. “Really?”
“See for yourself,” Brinley answered, shifting aside to reveal a young man sitting in a chair. He was of medium height and build with dark hair and a thoughtful expression, even in sleep.
“He’s very tired,” Brinley explained, looking very tired herself. Her hair was askew and there were lines under her eyes. “We had a long day.”
Hugo gave a low whistle. “I guess so.” He glanced around the room, taking in his surroundings. He had been placed in what looked like a room designed for sick people. His bed was adjustable, and there were chairs all around it so that many people could visit him at once. He remembered a couple such rooms at Caraway Castle, but he had never been unfortunate enough to stay in them. He gave Unda another glance. “How did you find him?” He shifted onto his elbow so that he could look her in the face and winced as the pain in his leg doubled.
“You shouldn’t move,” Brinley said, pushing him back onto the bed.
“Yeah,” Hugo said through gritted teeth. “Got it.”
“I’ll tell you my story,” Brinley said, “if you tell me yours. Nobody really knows how you got like this. Cannon was knocked out, and nobody else was there.”
“Right. Okay.” He glanced around the room. “Where is everyone else?”
“Dinner,” Brinley said.
Hugo’s stomach grumbled loudly at the mention of food, and he looked hopefully at the table beside his bed, but it was empty.
“They gave you a special medicine,” Brinley said. “They say you will be mostly better by tomorrow, but you can’t eat anything until then.”
Hugo grimaced. “Figures.” He shifted his weight more carefully this time and began to tell Brinley the story of his confrontation with the dragon, but was careful to leave out the parts about Molad. When he was finished, she sat back in her chair thoughtfully and folded her arms across her chest.
“It’s amazing that you were able to learn how to do that dragon dance thing so quickly,” she said.
He shrugged, not meeting her eye. “I got by, I guess.”
“That’s not what Tuck says,” Brinley said. “He says that you did it as well as he could have, and after just a day’s practice…” She waited for him to explain.
Hugo was staring very hard at a small knot in the wood of his bed frame. He could tell Brinley knew he was holding back. How did she do that? It didn’t matter. He had to find a way to satisfy her without explaining all about Molad. She wouldn’t like that, he knew. She wouldn’t like the way he had bartered with him, but what did she know about it?
“Well,” Brinley said, “if you’re not going to tell me how you did it, then I had better tell you about my day.”
Hugo brightened. “Yeah?” He wished that he had kept his mouth shut instead. Now he looked like an idiot.
Brinley shrugged. “I’d rather you keep the truth to yourself instead of lying to me,” she said, then launched into the account of finding Unda. When she got to the part where Tabitha threw the cursed rocks into the lake, Hugo burst out laughing.
“It’s funny now,” Brinley said, “but it wasn’t funny at the time. You might not want to mention it to Tabitha. She feels pretty bad.”
“I bet,” Hugo said, chuckling.
When Brinley had finished her story, Hugo leaned back and closed his eyes. “I can’t imagine Tabitha as a dragon,” he said. “Where do you suppose she learned to do that? It doesn’t sound like a very easy thing to do.”
“I think it is quite hard,” Brinley said, smiling. “Animus almost didn’t believe it when he heard, and later he told me that not even Belterras can take the shape of a dragon. Tabitha said it happened by accident once, and now she can do it whenever she wants.”
“I wish I could do that,” Hugo said. “It would have come in handy today.”
Brinley laughed.
At that moment, the door to the room burst open and Tabitha walked in, followed by Cannon and Animus. Behind him came an elderly female gnome wearing a white apron, then Archibald and a strange-looking cat.
“Hugo!” Tabitha cried. “Where is your hair? Your head is so shiny now! Can I touch it?”
Hugo was spared from answering when the king of the gnomes entered the room. “Ah!” Tuck said. “The hero has awakened! How is your leg?”
“A bit better,” Hugo said. It actually did feel better than it had when he had woken up. He didn’t know what kind of medicine they had used, but it must have some sort of magical properties. When Kuzo’s spiked tail had struck his thigh, he hadn’t expected to walk on it for several weeks. Now he felt like he might be able to do it by the end of the night.
“Does this hurt?” Tabitha asked, slapping the bottom of his foot with the flat of her hand.
Hugo screamed, and Tabitha leapt back in surprise.
“Ah, good,” the gnome in the apron said. “No nerve damage.”
Hugo gave the old gnome a scowl, and Tuck said, “Hugo, this is Armesa. She is my chief physician. She thinks that you might be up and about as soon as tomorrow.”
“Can you wiggle your toes?” Armesa asked.
Hugo glanced down at his toes. He could just see them protruding from the heavy white bandage that was wrapped around his entire leg. “I can barely even move my leg,” Hugo protested.
Armesa coughed. “Your leg is immobilized,” she said shortly. “I asked you to move your toes.”
Hugo tried. He felt a sharp pain in his leg, but he was able to flex his big toe. Tabitha must have thought that his toe looked funny wiggling at the end of the bandage, for her fingers moved almost automatically, reaching out to pinch it. Luckily, Armesa swatted her away.
“Now the others,” Armesa said, and Hugo winced as he tried to wiggle his remaining toes.
“How are you healing me so fast?” Hugo asked. “What did you give me?”
“A special concoction,” Armesa said. “Brewed together and taken orally every hour, also wrapped on the wound.”
“What’s in it?” Hugo asked, intrigued.
Armesa recited the list of ingredients, ticking them off on her fingers one by one.
“Taro root, balewyrth, jagunda, yumis, and tobacco. Brewed together.”
“That’s it?” Hugo asked, disappointed. He had been expecting some sort of magical elixir.
Armesa waved a hand. “Mages are easy to heal when the Magemother is around to bless their medicine. Makes it all work ten times better than on normal people.” The physician sounded almost annoyed.
Hugo turned to Brinley, who was blushing slightly. “You blessed my medicine?” Hugo asked, pushing himself onto one arm again.
Armesa slapped his arm at the elbow, causing him to fall back down. “She sat by your bedside all afternoon, too. The least you can do is sit still long enough for the medicine to work.”
“Sorry,” Hugo mumbled. He risked another glance at Brinley but found her staring at the floor. He wondered why. And why was he so afraid to look at her, anyway? She was just the Magemother, after all. He thought suddenly of the look on her face when he had awakened. She had been relieved, like she was really worried about him, and she had been holding his hand. Cannon caught his eye from the corner of the room and winked. He hoped nobody noticed that.
When Armesa was finished, the others wanted to hear the full story, since, as Tabitha put it, Cannon was knocked out for the good parts.
He told much the same version again, and he was slightly surprised when no one commented about his strange success with the dragon dance like Brinley had. Mages were always accomplishing strange things, he reminded himself. Most likely they all suspected that there was something else to the story, but unlike Brinley, they all realized that it was none of their business.
“Well,” Archibald said when he had finished, “you are picking up all sorts of new skills. A job well done, if I may say so.”
“Thanks,” Hugo said, trying not to let on how much it meant to him to receive praise from his old tutor. “Archibald, when did you get a cat?”
“I am not his possession, Paradise brat,” the cat snapped. “I could leave this procession at the drop of a hat.”
Archibald grimaced at the Swelter Cat. “How he came to be with us is a long story, Hugo. And not a very pleasant one. Better for another time.”
“Indeed,” Animus said, raising an eyebrow. “I believe the most pressing business is to come up with a plan to retrieve Gadjihalt’s sword.”
“Really?” Hugo said, hoping that the fear he felt didn’t come across in his voice.
Animus nodded. “There are two difficulties. The first is that he is in the Ire. A few of us—a small group, I should say—might enter the Ire and succeed in finding him, but that leaves the other difficulty.”
“You mean that he won’t just hand over his sword…” Brinley said.
“Precisely. There are two possibilities. The first is that we may get lucky. Gadjihalt swore loyalty to the Paradise kings. He took sacred vows, which cannot be broken lightly. He is, in fact, bound by magic to fulfill them.” He nodded to Hugo. “We have discussed this previously. At the height of his power, Shael made it possible for Gadjihalt to break these vows and live, but it seems unlikely that he will enjoy the same freedom from his obligations now that Shael is imprisoned. Given this, Hugo, as a member of the Paradise line, should be able to challenge him to a duel that he cannot refuse. There are laws regarding this in the knight’s code that Gadjihalt once swore to uphold. If it works, we are in luck, for it means that Hugo, as the younger duelist—”
“Will get to pick the weapons,” Hugo finished, his eyes going wide. “I could request to use his own sword to fight him.”
Animus nodded. “Correct. If this happens, we can retreat the moment Hugo has Gadjihalt’s sword, and there may be no need to actually fight him.”
“Thank goodness,” Hugo said, leaning back. “I like this plan…Other than the whole sneaking into the Wizard’s Ire and challenging Gadjihalt to a duel thing.”
There were a few chuckles, but Archibald was frowning. “You said there were two possibilities,” he said to Animus. “What happens if we aren’t lucky?”
Animus nodded ponderously. “If we don’t get lucky, Gadjihalt will still be exempt from the magic that binds him to honor his vows, and he will simply refuse. At that point we would be forced to actually fight him.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” Brinley said.
“I should think not. As Shael’s second-in-command, he will have many resources at his disposal. Also, he will be surrounded by guards wherever he goes. Should we have to fight him, he will not be fighting alone.”
“You’re more than a match for him though, aren’t you, Animus?” Hugo said.
“Hmm,” Animus murmured. “Perhaps, under normal circumstances. But in this case, I will not merely be fighting. I will also be protecting you and whoever else goes with us. Also, we will be within the Wizard’s Ire, and that place sometimes has a strange effect on magical powers. I went there once to save the Magemother, but I took a great risk doing it, and I do not relish the idea of repeating the experience.”
Hugo nodded slowly. “Either way, I guess you and I have to go.”
Animus nodded. “Cannon should come too, I think, and no one else.”
There was a chorus of objections from around the room, but Animus held up his hand. “No one else is essential to this quest,” Animus said. “And every person who comes risks a great deal. It does not make sense for those to venture in who do not absolutely need to.”
Nobody had anything to say to that, and after a moment of silence Hugo decided to break the ice with a question that had been troubling him. “Hey, how did I get out of that dungeon?”
Animus brightened. To Hugo’s surprise, he slapped Cannon on the back. “My apprentice here carried you out.”
Hugo blinked at Cannon. “Really?”
Cannon pursed his lips pompously. “Well,” he said, “I figured it was the least I could do after you just stood by and let that dragon knock me out.”
Hugo blushed, but left the comment alone.
“All right, people,” Armesa said, “everybody out.” And the room emptied, leaving Hugo alone with Brinley again. For a moment, the thoughts he’d had earlier crowded in on him again, but he pushed them away, focusing on the present moment, and looked at her.
“You didn’t answer my question earlier,” she said. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but I think that you do.”
“They didn’t ask,” Hugo noted, looking down.
“Because they know that’s my place,” Brinley said. “Also, they all know what the answer is anyway, and they know there’s nothing they can do to help you.”
He glanced up at her and found her eyes searching him. It made him feel uncomfortable, but he didn’t want to look away either. She had pretty eyes. How had he never noticed that before?
“It’s the darkness, isn’t it?” Brinley asked. “That’s how you were able to do it.”
Hugo stared at his hands. “Molad.”
Brinley straightened. “You named it?” she asked, sounding afraid.
Hugo sighed. “You wouldn’t understand, Brinley,” he said, more sharply than he intended. “I mean…I just don’t want to talk about it right now, okay?”
She nodded, not looking at him. “I’ll just leave you to rest, then,” she said, turning to leave. At the door, she stopped and came back, taking something from her pocket. “I have something for you,” she said, holding it up. It was a smooth stone. Hugo noticed that it felt oddly warm when she dropped it in his hand. “Animus told me about Molad. I can only imagine what you have been going through.”
Hugo stared at the stone, not meeting her eyes. So she had known all along. She had no doubt guessed that his success with the dragon was due to Molad. She had just been giving him an opportunity to come clean.
“Hugo,” she said, drawing his gaze. “You don’t have to tell me everything, you know. I’m just here to help when you need it. That’s what friends do.”
He glanced down again. “What’s the rock for?”
“It’s something I made. Cassis taught me how to put things inside of stones. Memories, feelings.”
“What’s in it?” Hugo asked, holding it up to his ear and shaking it.
Brinley laughed. “Peace,” she said, and turned for the door again.
He tried to think of something to say. A way to say thank you, or to make her understand, but the door had shut behind her before he could.
***
Several hours after Brinley had left him alone to think, Molad woke Hugo. It was the dead of night, and a mirror image of himself darker than death or night was staring at Hugo from behind his own eyes.
“What?” Hugo said out loud.
The time has come
for you to repay your debt.


What are you talking about? Hugo asked. Leave me alone. We need to sleep. Can’t you feel it? We’re injured.


Your debt, Molad said. My ten minutes of freedom. The time has come.
Hugo felt his neck prickle as Molad’s words from early that morning came back to him.
Not now, he said. Any time but now. He was thinking of Brinley. She could be staying in the room next door for all he knew. And Tabitha and Cannon and Animus were there too. He couldn’t let Molad loose in the middle of all of his friends. He wouldn’t do it.
You don’t have a choice, Molad said.
I always have a choice.


You made a deal, Molad insisted.
You mean you can take control of me just because I made you a deal? Hugo asked. I won’t let you free. You can’t have control, not here, not now.
Don’t you trust me, Hugo? Molad simpered. I’m just you, after all. You and me, we’re the same.


No, Hugo said, ignoring the rest of the question. I don’t trust you.


Don’t make me force you, Hugo. Let me out.
You can’t make me, Hugo said defiantly, and for a moment he thought that Molad had given up. His mind felt like his own again, his body felt strangely vacant, like he had the place all to his own again after sharing it for so long. Then something hit him with the force of a brick wall. He tried to scream, but no sound came out. He tried to run, but his muscles wouldn’t move. This was the battle, he realized, this was the struggle for control. His sense of awareness faded, then returned. It was like being in an arm-wrestling match with someone just a bit stronger than he was, except that it wasn’t just his pride on the line, it was his mind and body.
After a moment, it became clear he would lose. Molad was simply stronger than he was. It surprised him, in a way. He had secretly been hoping that when this moment finally came he would prove the stronger, that this would be the answer for how to control the darkness. But he wasn’t stronger. Brute force was not going to work. He felt control slipping away from him before he had finished the thought, and then it was completely gone.
Hugo found himself confined to a small, dark chamber inside what he would previously have called “himself.” Now, however, that self was in the control of Molad. Molad’s thoughts flowed before him like a glowing river running by the window to his little prison. He could see them, but he couldn’t influence them. He tried to speak, but no sound came out. That didn’t make any sense. Molad had been able to speak with him. Why couldn’t he do the same now that they had traded places? Maybe Molad was more adept at this inside world than he was.
Something flashed in the darkness outside his window and it took him a moment to realize what he was seeing. It was the world. The world through Molad’s eyes. He was seeing again. He could see the little room that he had been lying in. He watched as Molad got out of the bed and got dressed. He saw himself cross the room to the little wash basin and splash water on his face. Something uncomfortable bit at the tension in Molad’s mind. It was coming from his pocket. That was odd. Molad took out the stone that Brinley had given him and tossed it onto the bed with a look of disgust, and Hugo realized that it must truly have a sort of peace inside, to bother Molad like that. Then Molad looked into the mirror and smiled. There was something different behind the eyes, Hugo thought, but otherwise it looked just like him. It was the same body after all. Only the body’s master had changed.
“Good-bye, Hugo,” Molad said, and everything went dark again.
Molad was free.
***
It did not take Molad long to find what he was looking for. The Magemother slept in the room next to his, and he located her bag quickly. She stirred when he opened it. He froze. It would not do to wake her just now. It would be easier, faster, if he went undetected. When the steady breathing resumed, he took the small crystal vial out of the bag and put it in his pocket. Then he moved to the open window. He reached out across the night, feeling for the city of Ninebridge. He would make the journey in a single step.
“Hugo, what are you doing?”
The soft, curious voice made him turn. It was Tabitha. Of course. That fumbling idiot child that “protected” the Magemother. How had he forgotten her? He considered whether he should answer her at all or just step out of the window and into Ninebridge.
Tabitha started when she saw his face clearly in the moonlight from the window, letting out a little squawk and rising briskly from the chair where she had been sitting. The chair clattered to the ground, making more noise than he would have liked, but the look of terror on her face was satisfying, and he decided to admire it for a while. It wouldn’t hurt to indulge himself for just a moment. He had ten minutes to get to the Ire before Hugo would find the strength to return. That had been their agreement. Ten whole, glorious minutes.
“Hugo,” Tabitha gasped, “what’s happened to you? Your face, it’s…wrong.”
Molad smiled. It felt good to be recognized. The door creaked open and a young man poked his head through the opening. It was that annoying apprentice of the Wind Mage, Cannon.
“Everything all right in here?” he asked. “I heard—” He broke off, catching sight of Molad. “Hugo!” he said in surprise. “Up and about already? What are you—” He stopped short again, no doubt seeing Molad clearly, as Tabitha had.
“That’s not Hugo,” a voice said. Molad turned. The Magemother was sitting up in bed, watching him warily.
“Not Hugo?” Tabitha asked.
Molad frowned. He had stayed too long. He was just wasting time now. He reached out again to the night, feeling for his destination. He leaned farther out the window, ready to step.
“Oh,” Cannon said quietly. “Mr. Poopy Pants.”
Molad eyed him sharply. “What?”
Cannon shrugged. “It’s what I call you. Don’t feel bad. Hugo doesn’t approve.”
Molad’s eyes narrowed.
“Speaking of Hugo,” Cannon went on, taking a step into the room. “I don’t think it’s quite fair, you kidnapping him like this, taking his body wherever you want. Where are you going, anyway?”
Molad smiled and moved to step to Ninebridge. Before he was out the window, however, he felt a hand grab him from behind. A split second later, at the other end of his step, Cannon toppled onto the stones beside him, at the top of the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire.
“Ouch.” The mage’s apprentice was holding his head. “How far did we come?” He got to his feet, glancing at the lights of the city around them. It was just light enough to make out the shadows of the large stone bridges rising out of the city beneath them. “Ninebridge?” he said in disbelief. “Ugh.” He was pulling on his ears now. “So far, so fast. I think I left part of my brain back in Tourilia. Let’s not do that again, okay, Mr. Poopy Pants?”
Molad punched him hard in the jaw as he turned, lifting him off his feet and sending him crashing to the stones with a satisfying thump. He didn’t get up.
There, Molad thought. That’s better. He turned and walked to the top of the bridge.
When he reached the apex of the bridge, he slowed. He was close enough to see the line of gold bricks that marked the midpoint of the bridge. All he had to do was cross that, and he would be on his way to the Ire.
“And just what do you think you are doing, Hugo?”
Molad turned to see Cassis stepping out of solid stone. “I came to see you,” he said quickly.
“Unlikely,” Cassis said. The mage’s eyes were narrowed in suspicion, and Molad guessed that the other man was already drawing the correct conclusion. “You’re not Hugo.”
Molad shrugged. “Yes and no.”
Cassis nodded. “So, the dark one has come out to play…What have you done with Hugo?”
Molad cocked his head. “He will be back shortly. He…owed me a favor…ten minutes’ worth.”
Cassis gave him a dark glare. “I suppose you want to go into the Wizard’s Ire?”
Molad smiled. “And you have the key, Cassis. Don’t you? I would, if I were in your position.”
Cassis laughed. “You don’t think I’m foolish enough to carry it with me.”
“I do.” His hand darted into Cassis’s robes with lightning speed and emerged with the medallion.
“Don’t!” Cassis cried, catching Molad’s wrist in an iron grip. His grip literally became iron, an immovable vice that held Hugo in place. Then his arm turned to metal as well, and his leg. The whole left side of his body turned hard, rooted to the bridge.
“You can’t hold me forever,” Molad sneered, holding the medallion out of Cassis’s reach.
“I only need to hold you for ten minutes,” Cassis said. “Less now, I’ll wager.”
“Let me go,” Molad ordered.
“No.”
“Very well,” Molad said darkly, “but Hugo won’t like it when he finds out what I had to do to you.” He reached out and grabbed the other mage by the throat, his own hand turning black as night. The darkness spread from his fingers to the other mage’s skin as they tightened around his throat.
Cassis clenched his jaw, the muscles in his neck bulging against Molad’s grip. He clenched his free hand into a rock hard fist and clubbed Molad in the head, but it was not enough. The boy’s grip remained tight. He could feel the blackness that was spreading from Molad’s skin to his own. Finally, he cursed and released Molad’s wrist. He folded his arms tightly across his chest, wincing as the darkness spread to his face. Then, with a groan, he turned to stone. The stone began to glow a second later, faintly at first, then more strongly, and then he was a solid metal statue. The soldiers below were sure to see the light and come to investigate. It was time for Molad to be going.
“That’s right,” Molad whispered before turning to leave. “You go ahead and heal yourself. I have what I came for.”
Flashing a smile that no one could see, Molad put the medallion in his pocket and strode to the golden line of warding.
“Hey!” someone shouted. Molad turned to see Cannon hurtling at him. The apprentice hit him before he could react, bent over double, shoulder connecting with Molad’s gut.
And together, they tumbled across the line.



Chapter Eighteen
In which Cannon falls into a bog
Hugo woke to a strange stinging sensation: his head was rocking back and forth, back and forth, and someone was slapping him.
“Hugo!” a voice shouted. He received another slap. “Hugo!”
Where was he? He tried to open his eyes, but they were too heavy. He felt sluggish all over, unwieldy. His body felt like a foreign place. How long had he been gone from it?
Another slap hit him and his face stung sharply, and his eyes snapped open on their own.
“Oh,” Cannon said, stepping back from him. “There you are. Finally. You won’t believe what you did, Hugo. Or do you know already?”
Hugo pushed himself to his feet, wincing at the pain in his leg. “Know what?” he asked blearily. He rubbed his eyes. What had happened? He had been talking with Brinley. No. He had been talking with Molad. Molad…
“Oh, no,” he said. The memory came back to him with sudden clarity, and he struggled to his feet, grabbing at Cannon. “What did he do?”
“See for yourself,” Cannon said, taking him by the shoulders and spinning him around. A vast forest of dark trees stretched beneath him; the bridge at his feet descended into the heart of it. The night was darker here, as if a curtain had been drawn over the face of the moon. Dark. Too dark. A darkness he could feel was emanating from the forest, diluting the natural light of the night. He felt a chill run down his spine. Somewhere inside himself he felt Molad shiver with anticipation.
“Uh oh.”
“Yep,” Cannon said gravely, sticking his fingers in his belt. “The Wizard’s Ire.” He gave Hugo a sidelong glance. “I sure do hope we have a good reason for being here.”
“Well,” Hugo said, “there are certainly things to do, if we want to stay a while. Like getting Gadjihalt’s sword, for example.”
“Just the two of us?” Cannon said. “Wonderful.”
Hugo turned to look at Cannon, his sore head filling with questions. “Why did you follow me here? How did you follow me here? What happened? Agh!” He winced. He had been feeling the side of his head and his hand came away bloody. He gave Cannon an accusatory look.
Cannon held up his hands. “That wasn’t me,” he said. “That was Cassis. He clocked you right in the face when you were stealing the medallion from him. I came to just in time to see it.”
“Came to?”
“Yes. Came to,” Cannon said icily. “After you knocked me out.”
“Oh,” Hugo said. “I, uh…Sorry.” Hugo was rubbing his stomach now. It was tender to the touch, and he thought a couple ribs might be bruised. “Did I fall or something?”
Cannon grinned. “That was me.” Cannon glanced around uneasily. “Can you contact the Magemother?”
Hugo reached out with his mind, searching for Brinley. Brinley? BRINLEY! But there was no response. “No. It’s like I’m being blocked out.”
“It must be the Ire,” Cannon said, as if he had expected it. “Well, let’s get out of here.”
“Fine,” Hugo said. “Um, do you have that medallion, or do I have it?” He tapped his pockets, looking for a bulge.
“I don’t have it,” Cannon said. “And you don’t either.” He jammed a finger into the air, indicating the edge of the bridge. “Mr. Poopy Pants threw it over the side the second we got through. I tried to stop you, but you were too quick.”
“You’re joking,” Hugo said. He limped to the edge, grimacing at the pain in his leg. It was several hundred feet down, with a river at the bottom. Hugo cursed softly, and Cannon patted him on the back.
“Yep,” Cannon said. “I guess he wanted us to stay. We’re definitely not going back the way we came.”
“Then how?” Hugo said. “Do we wait here for someone to come get us? Are there more medallions?”
Cannon shrugged. “How should I know?” He glanced around them, then down at the forest. “I, for one, don’t like the idea of just standing here.”
Hugo shivered. He was right, of course. They were way too exposed here. “Hey,” he said. “People have been getting through this portal, right? So there must be a way through.”
“No doubt,” Cannon said, sticking his boot into the mist. His foot touched something solid. “But it’s obviously not as simple as just walking through.” He eyed the forest below them warily. “I guess we’ll have to go in before we get out.”
“Right,” Hugo said nervously. There was a prolonged silence, during which they both waited for the other to come up with a better plan.
“Well,” Cannon said, starting down the bridge, “there is a bright side, I suppose.”
“What?” Hugo said, pulling alongside him.
Cannon winked conspiratorially. “Stories, Hugo. Stories.”
Minutes later, Hugo trembled as something new poured into his consciousness from Molad. Urges, strong and desperate, spilled out of him. He wanted to leave the tiny path he and Cannon were on and run into the forest, screaming at the top of his lungs to announce his presence. He wanted to melt into the darkness that surrounded him, explore the depths of it and never return. He was hungry too, terribly hungry. He needed to devour something, cover it in his darkness until it became a part of him. He felt his mind tipping, sliding away from his control and into Molad’s hands.
“Look at this,” Cannon said, stooping down.
Hugo shook himself, maintaining control somehow. He scratched at his chest, digging through his shirt with his fingernails, until the pain of it brought clarity back to him. “What is it?” he asked.
“A footprint. See?”
Hugo squinted down at it. “Bear?” He glanced around them, searching the trees. “Shouldn’t bother us, right?”
Cannon raised his eyebrows. “Maybe. Maybe not. Depends.”
Hugo sighed. “Depends on what?”
Cannon lifted a leaf, sniffed it, and dropped it back to the earth. Then he started down the path again. Hugo followed him. He was still limping, but he noticed that the pain had lessened somewhat since their journey began. That old gnome’s magic medicine still seemed to be working on him.
“Do you know the four terrors of the Wizard’s Ire?” Cannon asked.
“Obviously,” Hugo said, racking his brain. They were the four most deadly things in the Ire. The things that you really didn’t want to find, should you have the misfortune of getting into the Ire at all. He coughed awkwardly. “I mean, I don’t know if I could name all of them.”
“Right,” Cannon said, hiding a half-smile. “Well, first is the Slugbear.”
“Oh, yeah,” Hugo said. “Giant bear. Lives in a swamp, right?”
Cannon nodded. “And it eats you, of course.”
“Of course.” Hugo had remembered the second one now. “And the Hoarfrost Forest,” he said.
“Yes. It’s supposed to be a particularly nasty place. A grove of perpetually frozen trees. You wander into them and freeze so fast that you can’t get out before you die…Though why you would go strolling through a bunch of frozen trees in the first place escapes me.”
Hugo shrugged. “Maybe you’re looking for a nice place to picnic? Very pretty, probably. That’ll be the one that gets the girls.”
Cannon chuckled. “Number three is the Janrax.” He didn’t say anything else, and he didn’t need to. Everyone knew what the Janrax was. The shape-shifter. Probably the scariest creature in the whole world—apart from Shael—since it could be standing right in front of your face at any moment and you wouldn’t know. The Janrax could take any shape, it was said, and if it wanted you dead, that’s when your life came to an end.
“I hope we don’t meet that,” Hugo said darkly.
Cannon nodded. “Could just be a myth.”
Hugo frowned. “Not with our luck,” he said. There were too many rumors, too many myths and accusations for all of them to be false. In the old days, they said the Janrax would impersonate people. It would appear to you after your brother died, looking just like your brother, until you went mad from fright. Or it would appear as the king in a meeting and create some terrible new law. The Janrax lived to create chaos, large and small…But that was before it was locked away in the Ire. The mages had trapped it long ago, it was said. No one had seen it since.
“Number four, though,” Cannon said. “The Sea King. He’s just a myth for sure.”
“I don’t remember much about him,” Hugo said.
Cannon waved a hand. “Crazy stuff. They say the great North Sea flows right out of the night sky to touch the northern border of the Ire, far beyond the edge of the map. They say a creature lives on the shore, half in the water, half out, and half god, no doubt. He has the head and arms of a goat and the body of a fish, but he speaks the language of men.”
Hugo laughed. “That’s right. I remember him now. You go crazy if you set eyes on him or something like that.”
“He tells you your future,” Cannon said. “That’s what makes you go crazy.”
Hugo stopped smiling.
“Oh,” Cannon said. “I didn’t mean…”
“What?” Hugo said. “That I’ll go crazy?” He gave Cannon a sharp look and then shrugged. “It’s okay. You’re probably right. I don’t think we need to worry about this Sea King, though. My future’s probably the same as every other Mage of Light and Darkness. You know, madness, death, and all that. Can’t imagine that hearing it from a crazy goat-fish would make it any worse.”
“See?” Cannon laughed. “That’s the spirit.”
They walked for a few minutes in silence, then Cannon clamped a hand over his nose and glared at Hugo. “Ugh! Wow!”
“It wasn’t me,” Hugo said, raising his hands innocently.
They rounded a corner and Cannon stopped short, ducking down to study the dirt. “Looks like the same tracks again. More of them this time.”
“It’s the Slugbear,” Hugo said.
Cannon bent lower over the tracks. “Hmm.” He waved at the air around his nose absently. “Phew, wow, that’s bad.”
“It’s the Slugbear,” Hugo said again, more quietly this time.
Cannon matched his quiet tone, eyes still intent on the tracks. “I don’t think you can blame that on the Slugbear, Hugo.”
“How much you want to bet?” Hugo tapped Cannon on the shoulder, careful not to take his eyes off the creature that was watching them.
Cannon looked up, and when he followed Hugo’s eyes, he leapt to his feet. “Ah,” he said, voice straining. “Okay. Maybe it is the Slugbear.”
The ground before them sloped sharply into a murky bog. It looked like a long valley filled with rotten egg soup, and it smelled like it too. In the center of the bog, a large, gangly creature, covered in fur and mud, was leering at them. It looked vaguely like a squirrel, Hugo thought, but was sized more like a grizzly bear. It made no noise. It didn’t move, either. It just sat there, staring. But that was threatening enough, in Hugo’s opinion. He could sense what would happen if they ventured into the bog. The creature had razor sharp claws and fangs that protruded slightly from its closed mouth. Its long, bushy tail was laced with thick, spike-like hair.
“Well,” Cannon said, “good thing we’re mages, eh? Meet you on the other side.” Cannon leapt into the air the way Hugo had seen him do numerous times now…and fell face first into the bog. He surfaced, spitting bog mush and cursing. If Cannon hadn’t been in danger, Hugo would have loved to sit back and laugh for a while, but as it was, the Slugbear was speeding toward his friend.
“Oy!” Hugo shouted, dropping to the ground and reaching for Cannon. He caught him by the arm and pulled him quickly onto firm ground again, just in time to avoid being lunch.
“Agh, ouch, Hugo,” Canon spluttered, wiping the gunk out of his eyes. When he could open them again he gave a yelp and jumped back. The Slugbear was wading back and forth right in front of them, sniffing the edge of the ground.
“He’s fast,” Hugo said. “Very fast.” He’d never seen an animal move like that before.
“So I see,” Cannon muttered, squinting at the bog to judge the distance the Slugbear had covered. “Must be magic.”
“Nice belly flop.”
Cannon scowled. “An accident,” he snapped. “You distracted me.”
“Okay,” Hugo said. “Try again, then.”
Cannon nodded, then jumped into the air, this time sideways instead of out over the bog. He landed a few feet away. “I don’t understand it,” he said. He lifted his arms and twirled them around, but nothing happened. “It’s like it’s gone.” Hugo could hear the panic in his voice. “Just gone!”
“Why, though?” Hugo said. “Is it the Ire?”
“Could be,” Cannon said. “Could be that my magic just doesn’t work here. It happens sometimes. I’m not a mage, you know, and in some very magical places, lesser magic can malfunction. You try.”
Hugo closed his eyes. It seemed like ages since he had moved in the light, but he thought he could remember how. He opened his eyes and looked down at their shadows. They were standing close enough together that their shadows touched. Hugo slipped out of himself, into his shadow, then into Cannon’s, then emerged, standing on the other side of his friend.
Cannon turned. “I guess yours still works,” he said bitterly. “Typical.”
“What’s the plan now?” Hugo asked. They turned back to the bog to find the Slugbear staring up at them. The beast backed away slowly, putting more distance between them. “Why doesn’t he come out?”
“He can move like lightning in there,” Cannon said. “Faster than a slug, that’s for sure. Maybe he’s really slow on dry ground. That would explain the name.”
Hugo nodded. “I’m going to try and get across. I’ll take you with me.”
“No, thanks,” Cannon said. “I’ve already tried that light-traveling thing, remember? Didn’t care for it.”
“What choice do we have?” Hugo said. “We have to at least try.”
“Fine.”
“Give me a second,” Hugo said. Then he focused his thoughts inward.
You will not come out tonight, he told Molad. He built a prison in his mind. He built it out of need and will and determination. He built an iron floor out of his iron will, fixed and determined to remain in control. He built an impenetrable roof out of the truth of who he was, good and loving and decent. He fashioned bars out of his brightest memories: learning secrets in the castle library as a boy, meeting Brinley for the first time, being called as the Mage of Light and Darkness, and his only memory of his mother (that one may have just been a dream). He built bars instead of walls because he was not sure, truly, if it was right to build a prison at all.
You will not come out tonight, he whispered again, ignoring the feeling of betrayal that was emanating from Molad. If they were going to do this, Hugo was determined not to accidentally let Molad loose halfway through and ruin the whole thing.
I will, Molad whispered out of the cell.
No, he said, setting his jaw firmly. Not here. Not in this place.
“Ready?” Cannon said.
“Ready.”
Cannon gripped Hugo’s arm, and he shifted into shadow, speeding around the edge of the bog. He was hoping to skirt it quickly instead of going through it at all, but there was no end in sight.
Magic, he thought, an enchanted bog. He glanced into it and saw the Slugbear keeping pace with him. He dropped out of shadow and stood on the bank, thinking.
Cannon reeled at his side, clutching at his gut, moaning. “Did we make it?”
“No,” Hugo said, and he grabbed Cannon’s arm again, slipping back into the shadows. This time he moved right out over the bog. Instead of trying to speed across it in one step, he oozed over it like a night shadow. Somewhere, beneath him, in the physical world that he had left, the Slugbear twisted and struck out at him with its bushy, spiked tail. Somehow it caught Hugo right in the chest and he tumbled out of thin air and into the bog.
This was not good. Cannon made a gurgling noise, half submerged in the stinking mud beside him. Something bristly brushed his leg, but he couldn’t see it. Then the Slugbear’s gaping mouth opened out of the murk in front of his face and lunged for him. Hugo slipped into the shadows again, but he did so alone. He looked on, helpless, as the Slugbear latched onto Cannon and started dragging him towards the opposite shore.
His friend’s screams lit the night, and Hugo didn’t know what to do.
I can help, Molad’s voice whispered, but Hugo ignored it. He moved, slipping through darkness, becoming a part of it. He followed the Slugbear, watched as it dragged Cannon, still screaming, onto the shore.
Hugo slipped out of the shadows and drew his sword. The bushy tail slammed across his body, tossing his sword from his hand and throwing him against the ground. He blinked up at the beast in surprise and it opened its mouth, revealing a long line of pale incisors.
To his surprise, it did not eat him. It merely breathed in his face.
Odd, he thought, and then he felt his body go limp. He could still see, still breathe, but he could not move. The beast lifted him, set him on its back, and carried him to a nearby den. It was little more than a hole dug out under a rock outcropping. There were faint sounds coming out of it. Scuffling, whining. A pale nose poked out of the hole, then another, and another, and Hugo realized suddenly that he was about to be the guest of honor at a family dinner.
He panicked then, and his fear unlocked the prison in his mind. Molad slipped out of it, and then forced Hugo in. He found himself helpless, locked in a prison of his own making.
Molad breathed deeply, inhaling the darkness from the shadows around him. He held his breath, forcing the darkness into his blood. He waited as the blood was purified, cleared of the toxin from the Slugbear’s breath, and then rose to his feet. The great beast growled at him, reaching out with a clawed hand, but the hand never touched him. The beast froze in fear, seeing nothing but darkness, feeling at once every fear that had plagued its life of hunting and digging and swimming in the bog. It screamed and scrambled blindly for its hole, its children.
Molad laughed at the Slugbear’s fear, glorying in his power to scare such a beast, then turned and laid his eyes on Cannon. The Wind Mage’s apprentice was lying on the ground, clutching his arm where the Slugbear had been pulling him, eyeing Molad contemptuously.
“Hello again, Mr. Poopy Pants,” he said. “What are you going to do now?”
Molad was impressed by the lack of fear in his voice. There was nothing of panic either, or despair. Just contempt. Hatred. He could respect that. He picked the other man up without a word, slung him over his shoulder, and walked into the woods.
When he found a suitable spot, he set the apprentice down and began gathering wood. The wood came to him out of the darkness, old branches and deadwood, carried by the shadows. Then he did something he did not mean to do. He reached out and touched the pile of wood with light. Pure light, a tiny sunbeam from one finger. It set the wood ablaze. He shook his head in confusion. Why had he done that? He looked at Cannon. Why had he carried him all the way here? What was wrong with him?
“Hugo?” Cannon said tentatively, searching his face.
Molad’s face split in a slow grin. No. He was not Hugo. The apprentice raised a thick branch with his good hand, more quickly than Molad had expected, and cracked him on the side of the head.
***
Hugo woke to another splitting headache. He groaned.
“Ah, you’re back.” Cannon said. “Sorry about the head. It is you, Hugo, isn’t it?”
Hugo opened his eyes to see Cannon sitting over him, a thick branch held high, ready to strike. Strike again, he realized. “Yes!” he croaked. “Yes! It’s me.” He rolled into a sitting position, rubbing his head again. “Did you hit me with that thing?”
“I didn’t like the way you were looking at me,” Cannon said, tossing the branch onto the fire. “Though I have to say, it was thoughtful of you to carry me here and build this fire before you decided to kill me.”
“Yeah,” Hugo said. “Yeah! You know, I think I was controlling him a bit this time.”
“Wonderful,” Cannon said with a snort. “That just puts me right at ease.”
They stared into the fire for a while. It felt good as the fire dried away the damp and cold of the bog. Cannon obviously needed a bit of a rest. He ripped a strip from his shirt and bandaged his shoulder. Hugo’s stomach grumbled.
“Got anything to eat?” he said hopefully.
“Nope. Didn’t think to pack a lunch in the middle of the night.”
Hugo nodded. “Right. You know, you never did tell me the whole story about how we got to the Ire.”
“Very well,” Cannon said. “I’ve got nothing better to do, I suppose.”
When Cannon had finished, Hugo asked the question that had been nagging at the back of his mind. “Why did you do it? Why did you follow me?”
“Oh, that,” Cannon said. “Well, you know. I left you on the road the other day and you got into trouble. I was supposed to be with you, you know…”
“Cannon,” Hugo said, touching his chest dramatically, “I didn’t know you cared so much.”
“Ha!” Cannon barked. “More like I don’t want to get in trouble with Animus again. He doesn’t like it when you’re in danger, and you obviously can’t take care of yourself.”
“Right,” Hugo said. He glanced at Cannon’s injured arm, then out into the black, menacing expanse of trees. “Well, at least we’re not in any danger.”
“Right,” Cannon said, grinning weakly.
Hugo mulled Cannon’s story over in his mind, wondering what Molad had been up to. Why he had brought them here. Was it really to get the sword? Was Molad helping them? He found it hard to believe. He squinted at Cannon thoughtfully, poking the fire with a stray stick.
“Cannon, what was I doing in Brinley’s room?” he asked, trying to remember. “Why didn’t I just go out my own window?”
Cannon propped himself up on his good arm, frowning. “Good question. You don’t remember anything?”
Hugo shook his head.
Cannon closed his eyes, thinking back. “Well, when I came in, you were already by the window. Tabitha was talking to you, Brinley was sitting up in bed.” He pursed his lips. “What else? The room was empty otherwise, except for Tabitha’s boots. Those were on the floor by the bed. And the Magemother’s bag. It was on the bed.” His eyes snapped open. “Hugo, what does she keep in that bag?”
Hugo’s eyes went wide. He had a sudden sinking feeling in his gut. He had done something bad. Very bad. He just couldn’t remember what.
“Check your pockets,” Cannon said.
Hugo did. He had patted them on the bridge, but he’d been looking for a heavy medallion. He found it in the right front pocket of his pants and pulled it out. The small crystal vial flashed in the firelight.
“The naptrap,” Cannon whispered.
Hugo groaned. That’s what Molad had been doing. They had brought the Magemother into the Wizard’s Ire. “How could I have been so stupid?”
“Just poor breeding, I suppose,” a deep voice said behind them. “The Paradise kings have always been a bit dim.”
Hugo shoved the naptrap back into his pocket and spun around to discover the source of the voice. To his horror, a group of soldiers stood there. At least, he assumed they were soldiers. They were not the kind of soldiers he was used to seeing, clean cut and dressed in polished suits of armor with bright weapons. These men, if they were indeed men, were the exact opposite. Their clothing was the color of mud, their hair was long, their faces were bearded, and they were covered in sweat and grime. Hugo was amazed that he had not smelled them coming. They were big, too, bigger than most men Hugo had seen, and they carried an array of weapons—axes, clubs, bows, hammers, but not a sword among them, except for the one their leader was carrying. It was huge, and it had a hilt like a dragon’s spike.
“Hugo,” their leader said, pointing at him with his sword. His face looked like it might have been carved from stone, the features hacked into it with a dull blade. “It was very kind of you to join us here. It would have been terribly difficult to force you here. My master has sent me to collect you.” His voice was firm, as if daring anyone to contradict him. This was a man that was used to being obeyed.
“Gadjihalt,” Hugo said, resting his hand on the hilt of his own sword nervously. He couldn’t tell how old the man was. His face looked old, but it might just be the scars. He moved slowly, carefully, but it was hard to say whether that was due to creaking joints or a warrior’s self-awareness.
The big man chuckled, casting sidelong glances at his companions. “Knows my name,” he muttered.
“Yes,” Hugo said, “I know your name.” His mind was racing. This was, sort of, exactly what Animus had been planning, wasn’t it? At least the part about luring Gadjihalt out, confronting him, challenging him to a duel…in a way, everything was going according to plan…apart from the fact that Hugo and Cannon were here alone, without the support of their friends, and they had no way of escaping after Hugo got the sword. Minor details.
Hugo gulped. Gadjihalt’s forearms were the size of his thighs, and his own thigh was still hurting. He tested it and grimaced. If he ended up fighting Gadjihalt for real, it wasn’t going to be pretty.
“You’re coming with us,” Gadjihalt said. “You can walk on your own two feet or go in a bag. Your choice.”
“Of course,” Hugo said. “Going with you sounds like a wonderful time, but before we go, I’d like to challenge you to a duel.”
“What?” Gadjihalt croaked, a smile twitching on his beaten face.
“A duel,” Hugo said easily. “You know, mortal combat. You and me, fight to the death and all that. As a knight of the king, you are bound to accept. I’m sure you remember that.”
Something twitched again in Gadjihalt’s face, not a smile this time. He did not look pleased at all.
“What are you doing?” Cannon hissed. “Is this really the right time?”
Gadjihalt was shaking his head. “I think not, boy. I admire your courage, of course, but I’m afraid that if I accepted, I would be forced to kill you.” He cocked his head. “My master would not appreciate that.”
“You don’t have a choice,” Hugo said, hoping he was right. “I demand to meet you, now, in mortal combat. You are bound by your oath to honor my wishes.”
Gadjihalt cursed. “So I am,” he whispered. “Who concocted this little plan? Not you. You are too young to realize what you’re playing with.” His eyes scanned the trees, thinking, perhaps, that it was some kind of trap. He raised his hands and made a couple of quick gestures to his men, who fanned out and disappeared into the forest, all save one.
“If this is a trap,” Gadjihalt said, “then your friends had better spring it quickly, for you are about to die.” He drew the big sword at his side. “I’ll fight you on one condition: that it is not to the death. Like I said, my master would be displeased with me if I returned with a corpse instead of a mage.”
Hugo nodded. His courage was quickly dissolving now that Gadjihalt had drawn his sword. He was big, bigger than the others, and he moved like a man who had been fighting for a very, very long time. It was obvious how this fight was going to end, if it ever began, of course.
“Hold on a minute,” Cannon said, coming to his feet. “Doesn’t Hugo here get to pick the weapons?”
Gadjihalt laughed. “So he does. But he doesn’t have many choices.”
“I’ll take your sword,” Hugo said quickly. “You take mine.”
Gadjihalt shot him a dubious look. “An odd request,” he spat. “Trying to disarm me before the fight, eh?”
“Not at all,” Hugo said, drawing his own sword and offering it, hilt first, to the big man.
Gadjihalt took it with a grimace and swung his own to Hugo. “Whatever you like,” he spat. “It will make no difference.”
Hugo glanced down at the sword in his hand. The spiked hilt was warm beneath his fingers, and he couldn’t help wondering why. Was it something of the dragon that kept it warm all these years after it had died? He turned to Cannon.
“Now?” Cannon asked.
Hugo nodded. He put a hand on Cannon’s shoulder and stepped away from Gadjihalt and into the night. He didn’t know where they were going. He didn’t have enough time to think about it or search for a safe direction, but it didn’t matter. Anywhere other than where Gadjihalt was would be just fine.
“Agh,” Cannon grumbled, rubbing his head and leaning against a tree. They had landed in some random spot in the Ire. “I guess that went pretty well. Hugo, are you okay?”
He wasn’t. Hugo’s head was spinning. Molad had nearly taken over when he had traveled just now. He didn’t understand why. He had done it earlier just fine, but this time when he moved through the darkness, it felt like offering Molad an invitation to join him.
“He almost got out,” he muttered. “I can’t do that again. Not for a while, at least.”
Cannon put a hand on his shoulder. “Okay. Don’t worry about it. We won’t need it.” He glanced around them. “Where are we now?”
There was no way to tell. A forest at night looks pretty much the same on one end as it does on the other.
“How far did you take us?” Cannon asked.
Their question was answered when a chorus of rough voices sounded through the trees. “Heard something this way. Couldn’t have gone far. Come on!”
“Excellent,” Cannon whispered.
“Sorry,” Hugo said. “I didn’t exactly have time to chart a course.”
“You can’t travel again?” Cannon asked.
“Maybe,” Hugo said, frustration mounting. “I don’t know. All I know is he almost got out just now.”
“Then don’t do it again,” Cannon said. “Follow me.” He crept into the trees in the opposite direction of the voices and Hugo followed. He was surprised at how quietly Cannon could move through the forest. Soon the voices behind them had died down considerably, then they were gone altogether. Eventually, Cannon paused to rest against a tree.
“Good. I think we got away.”
“What’s that up ahead?” Hugo asked. There was something bright in front of them. They had caught sight of it now and then for the last few minutes, but neither one of them had bothered mentioning it. It didn’t really matter what it was. It was in the direction that they needed to go.
“Guess we’ll find out,” Cannon said.
It was the Hoarfrost Forest. It couldn’t possibly be anything else. A huge expanse of gray trees and hard ground, still rivers, and frozen waterfalls, all of it covered in a thin, icy frost.
“We can’t go this way,” Cannon said.
“Come on back, then,” Gadjihalt said, stepping out from behind a tree to their rear. “They’re over here, boys!” he shouted behind him.
Hugo dashed into the frozen wood with Cannon right behind him. To their surprise, Gadjihalt did not follow them. One by one his men emerged from the forest, each one coming to stand silently beside him.
“You can’t stay in there forever!” Gadjihalt shouted after them. “I’ll be waiting for you here when you come back out.”
***
Hugo shivered, clutching his chest with his arms. Cannon stood beside him. They were both staring, yet again, at one of Gadjihalt’s soldiers blocking their way out of the frozen patch of trees. They had crossed the little wasteland quickly; it was only a half mile across. But when they came to the other side, Gadjihalt was there, waiting for them, and they were forced to turn back. They had tried several times now, coming out of the center of the wood in new directions, hoping to find the way open for their escape, but each time, they had been disappointed. Now they were getting seriously cold.
Cannon collapsed beside Hugo, shivering so badly that his teeth chattered. “Can’t go on,” Cannon said through the cold. “I’m done. T-they can take us.”
“They’ll kill us,” Hugo said.
“Then at least we’ll die w-warm.”
Hugo lifted Cannon to his feet. “I’m just going to have to travel again,” he said. “We don’t have any other choice.”
Cannon’s head jerked in a nod. “But what if Mr. P-poopy Pants comes out?”
Hugo handed Gadjihalt’s sword over to Cannon. “Take this,” he said. “Keep it away from me, if you can. If I run off or something, make sure it gets out of the Ire.”
Cannon’s head jerked again.
Hugo closed his eyes, reaching into the night, feeling after the darkness of the Ire, looking for a safe place to move to. Almost at once, he felt Molad stirring in his mind. The world spun for a moment, and he lost track of what was going on. Then he released the darkness, and reality returned.
“He’s definitely going to come out if I move us,” Hugo said. “I may not even be able to.”
Cannon didn’t respond. He was shivering harder now.
“Here,” he said, giving Cannon his cloak. “I’m not as cold as you are.”
“You’re c-crazy,” Cannon said, but he took the cloak.
Hugo? Brinley’s voice said in his head.
Brinley? he answered. Where are you?
Here in the Ire. We followed you. We used the king’s medallion to get in. Tabitha and I are here, and Tobias too. Animus wanted to come too, but I wouldn’t let him. Where are you?


Hugo couldn’t believe his good luck. Just when he was about to mess everything up again by releasing Molad.
Brinley, he said, I’m so glad you’re here. I mean, seriously, you got here just in time. We’re surrounded by Gadjihalt and his men. I have his sword!
You’re kidding! Where are you?
In the Hoarfrost Forest.
The what?
It’s this little patch of enchanted trees. It’s freezing here, like winter. You have to hurry, Cannon isn’t looking good.
But where is it? Brinley asked. I can’t feel you in here. I didn’t know where you had gone at all until Cassis told me what happened. I can’t sense you at all in this place.


It has something to do with the Ire, Hugo said. Cannon’s powers don’t work here either.


How am I going to find you? Brinley said. We’re flying over the trees. Can you climb one?


No…Hugo said, looking around desperately. Even if he could grip the slippery, ice-covered trees, there were no branches low enough to grab hold of, the canopy above was too thick to climb through. He would never reach the top before it was too late. He racked his brain. There had to be a way. Something simple, probably. He told Cannon what was going on.
“Build a fire,” Cannon said.
“With what?” Everything around them was frozen solid.
I can help, came Molad’s voice.
I don’t want your help. Hugo said fiercely. I don’t need your help.


Yes, you do, Molad said. Look around you.
Hugo heard a twig crack somewhere off to his left and looked up to see one of Gadjihalt’s men advancing through the frozen trees. They were finally coming in after them. He turned around, looking for more, and found them. There were men advancing on all sides now. They were a long way off still, moving slowly, cautiously.
“They’re afraid w-we’ll run again,” Cannon said.
Where are you, Hugo? Brinley called. Her voice sounded farther away now.
I think you’re going the wrong way, Hugo said. Come back.
Another twig cracked. Hugo turned to see the man who had blocked their escape earlier. He, too, had entered the frozen trees now. There was someone beside him. It looked like Gadjihalt. He would be on them soon.
Hugo placed the flat of his hand against the frosty bark of a tree. He focused all his thoughts on it, willing it to burst into flame, to give Brinley a light in the darkness, but nothing happened.
Laughter filled his mind. Molad. Light and Darkness are two halves of the same coin, Hugo. You can’t have one without the other.


Hugo groaned. “Fine!”
Help me, he said, opening the prison that he had locked Molad in earlier. Suddenly his chest was filled with fire, light, and the power that he had been looking for. Even as he felt the darkness engulf him, the light was there. He touched the tree and it erupted into flame, leaping from branch to branch until there were five, ten, fifteen trees alight around them.
“Ooh,” Cannon said dimly, holding up his hands to warm them by the fire. “That’s n-nice.”
We see you! Brinley shouted. We’re coming!
Cannon pulled himself up with an effort, holding onto Hugo’s shoulder. “Hey,” he said seriously. “If we get out of this alive, I think you and I might have to just give in and be friends.”
Hugo barely heard either of them. Molad was not going quietly back into his cell. For a moment, Hugo thought he might be able to win the struggle, but then he heard a shout and turned to see Gadjihalt lumbering towards him, and his mind filled with fear.
“I mean it Hugo,” Cannon went on, oblivious to the silent struggle that raged inside his friend. “I promise to help you, if I can. I don’t want to see you go nuts and die, you know. That’s friendship, eh?” He jabbed Hugo in the ribs with an elbow as Brinley descended on them, but Hugo neither heard nor felt any of this. He was in the dark cell of his own mind again, locked out of the world he had been a part of only moments before. He beat his fist against the inside of his own head furiously, mad at Molad for being so strong, mad at himself for being so weak, so ignorant, mad at Gadjihalt for distracting him, mad at the whole world.
Molad sniffed the air, smelled fire. Burning. Was it his doing? He couldn’t remember. He took it all in quickly, Gadjihalt running at him, Cannon standing up beside him looking at the sky, the Magemother descending on them from above on a great black swan. He sniffed the air again, smelled fire, and something behind it. Something deep in the woods. Darkness, shadow, the thing that he had come for. He stepped into the night and was gone.



Chapter Nineteen
In which there is no way out
Molad stood beneath four tall, twisted trees. Their great arms met in front of him at shoulder height, cradling a black box. The darkness was coming from in there. Yes…he remembered this box. It was old, very old. The Panthion, it was called, made by the mages and locked by the Magemother herself. This was what he had come for.
He took a step toward it and crushed something with his boot. He looked down. There was something green under his foot. As he watched, it grew into a bush, blocking his path to the box. He tried to skirt it, but the bush grew into a hedge and swept around him with a sound like leaves rustling in the wind. Before he knew it, he was surrounded on all sides by a green wall ten feet tall. He drew the dagger from his boot and hacked at it. Wherever he struck it, the hedge regrew.
He twisted into shadow and seeped through the leaves, but the branches tightened around him, growing so thick that not a sliver of light could penetrate them. He returned to his own shape and began to walk along the hedge wall. There were three openings that led out of the little clearing that held him. One directly across from where he knew the box was and two on the sides. He took one of the side exits, hoping that the hedge would veer back toward the box. It did, at first, then led him in a different direction. Then there was another intersection, and he took the path that seemed to be going back toward the box. He came across another intersection, then another. Soon he had made so many turns that he lost track of which direction he was headed, and where the box might be.
He wove his way into the maze until all thought of finding the box had vanished from his mind, and all that was left was a desire to be free. Then, at last, he took another turn and found himself on a wide green field. He could not see the end of it in any direction, just emptiness before him and the hedge behind. He turned to look at the maze, wondering if he should stay in it and exit somewhere else, someplace less empty, but the maze was gone. A single tree now stood behind him, a tall oak, ramrod straight, its leaves splayed against the faint moonlight. One eye opened in the bark halfway up, then another.
Wooden lips parted and spoke to him. “What are you?” it said. “I have not seen you in this forest before.”
Molad stiffened. “You’re the hedge,” he said. It wasn’t a question, and the tree didn’t answer. “I am the Mage of Light and Darkness. Who are you?”
“False,” the tree whispered. “I have met the Mage of Light and Darkness. You are not him.”
Molad grimaced. “Lux Tennebris is no more. I am Molad.”
“Prove it,” the tree said. “Show me your other side. Show me your twin.”
Molad sneered. “I think not. He locks me away. I lock him away. I will not let him out just to convince a tree of who I am.” He glanced around himself again, searching for something in the emptiness of the plain, but found nothing. “Where am I?” he demanded. “I must get back to the box.”
The tree swayed slightly, though there was no wind. “I do not think that is a good idea,” it said.
Molad squinted darkly at the tree. “Who are you to tell me what to do?” he said, and he twisted into darkness. He seeped into the bark of the tree, into the leaves, searching out the life that was in it. He poured darkness into the mind of the tree, attacking it as he had attacked the beast from the bog, but the tree just laughed. The laughter startled Molad, shaking him to his core. He felt Hugo bend a bar in the wall of his cell, and Molad straightened it quickly, calming himself.
The tree was still chuckling. “I have lived in the darkness too long to be frightened of the darkness that lives in me,” it said. It stopped laughing abruptly. “You are indeed the Mage of Light and Darkness. Why have you come here?”
Molad considered answering the question and then decided not to. He simply turned and twisted into darkness again, sliding across the field. He stopped short. The tree was in front of him again. He looked back. Only the empty plain was there. Had he turned around without realizing it? He went off in a new direction and the tree appeared before him. He turned, and again the tree blocked his path. Feeling a sudden rush of anger, he charged the tree. With a motion that he barely saw coming, the arms of the great oak caught him and slammed him against the ground. He stared up at it, dazed, and the oak stared down at him.
“Molad?” it asked.
“Let go of me,” Molad hissed. When he spoke, the tree lifted him skyward and slammed him into the ground a second time, and all went black.
Hugo woke up. His body cried out in discomfort, gripped in the hard, bark-covered hands of the oak. The tree was staring down at him. “Molad?” it asked.
Hugo shook his head.
“Good,” the tree said, and it set him on the grass.
Hugo rubbed his back. It felt like he’d fallen from a great height. He couldn’t keep doing this. He needed to find a less painful way to switch places with Molad. Something sparked in Hugo’s mind as he studied the tree…the talking tree…He remembered what Brinley had said about Lignumis and the tree bark, and the last tree that he had been looking for, here in the Wizard’s Ire. He whispered a name so softly that neither of them heard it.
“What did you say?” the tree asked, bending closer.
“Lignumis,” Hugo repeated. The tree shivered. Hugo watched, dumbfounded, as the tree moved through a year of seasons in a single moment. Spring leaves widened, seeds sprouted from the buds at their base and fell to the earth. The branches sighed toward the ground and the leaves dried up and curled and fell, leaving only a wooden skeleton behind them, diminished by the shedding of its heritage. The bare tree shrank further, branches folding down into the trunk, trunk sinking into the ground, splitting at the base to form legs, arms, a head.
A man stood where the tree had been, his feet rooted firmly in the earth. He lifted them with a great effort and looked at Hugo. He had a close-clipped beard the color of oak, and a young face. Hugo thought he must be barely old enough to grow a beard like that.
“Lignumis?” Hugo said again.
The young man reached out, gripping Hugo so tightly that he could tell the strength of the oak was still in him. “What did you say?”
Hugo spoke the name again and the young man cocked his head, tasting the word as if for the first time in a long time.
“Yes,” he said after a moment. He spoke slowly, with the care and patience of a much older man. “No one calls me that here. I buried that name so deeply that years later, when my strength came, even I could not find it.”
Hugo nodded, looking around at the darkness. “I can see why you would want to hide who you are here. How did you survive?”
Lignumis released his arm. He touched his face with his hands, felt his beard, and smiled. “I have not taken my own shape since the Magemother told me to hide.”
“What?” Hugo asked in amazement. “Never?”
Lignumis shook his head. “Never. She told me to hide, told me that Lux was lost, and that I would not be safe until my power had grown. I was old enough to find my own hiding place, she said, so I went looking for one, and was captured by the Janrax instead.”
“You got caught by the Janrax?” Hugo said. “That shape-shifter?”
Lignumis nodded. “I was trying to get across the bridge into this place,” he said, waving an arm at the trees. “Foolish of me, really. I told myself the Ire would be the last place Lux would look for me, but I was really just curious. I think it was the forest calling to me. I needed to see it. I couldn’t get across the bridge by myself, of course, but the Janrax helped me.
“How?” Hugo asked.
“He was the one who made the medallions that Shael has been using to get across the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. He tried to take me straight to Shael as soon as I was in here, of course, but luckily I was able to escape.”
“And they never found you?” Hugo asked, impressed.
Lignumis frowned. “I forgot my own name, to make sure they never did. I knew that there were things in this forest that would see through the shapes of trees and shrubs and pine needles and see a man. I wanted to make sure that when they did, they would not recognize the man as me.” He paused, considering. “I always remembered that I had something important to do, and that I must hide myself from the darkness that lives here, but until you spoke my name, coming out of hiding was not a possibility in my mind. Will we go now? Has the time come for me to return?”
“Yes,” Hugo said. “I mean, you can go. I have to stay a while. You can head for the bridge, and I can call the Magemother and tell her you’re coming. Make sure you throw the medallion back through for me or something.”
Lignumis gave him a questioning look. “You will not return with me?”
Hugo shook his head. “I have something else I need to do. I need to get back to that box.”
Lignumis frowned. Something of the oak’s hardness entered his expression. “That is a fool’s errand, brother,” he said. “No one who sees the box or its guardians survives.”
“I have to,” Hugo said. “Besides, I’m not going for the box. I’m going for the trees.”
“The trees?” Lignumis asked. “The twistwoods? You should not touch them.”
“Look,” Hugo said impatiently. “It’s a long story, but I know what I’m doing, okay? I won’t be gone long.”
“There is no reason that you should go alone.”
“Yes, there is,” Hugo said. This was what he was trying to avoid. He had to do what he had to do, but he didn’t want to hurt anyone else along the way. Not if he could help it. Besides, someone needed to take the naptrap back. He couldn’t risk that getting into the hands of Shael. He pressed it into Lignumis’s hand. “Take this,” he said. “Keep it safe. Give it to the Magemother. It is very, very important. Don’t ask me why. She’ll tell you. I can’t bring it with me.”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?” Lignumis asked.
Hugo thought about it for a moment. He didn’t like the thought of visiting the twistwood trees alone, but he didn’t have many options. “I don’t know how long I can keep control of Molad here. I haven’t been very good at it so far. It doesn’t make sense to risk anyone else’s life.”
“How very brave of you, boy,” Gadjihalt said from behind them.
Hugo jumped, reaching for his sword as he turned. But he had given it to Gadjihalt already. There it was, in the big man’s hands as he approached.
“You’re a slippery one, I’ll give you that,” Gadjihalt said. “Might not have found you if it hadn’t been for the leaves.” He stuck his thumb behind him, indicating the long trail of leaves from Lignumis’s hedge. “Don’t go anywhere,” he added, pointing the sword at Hugo. “No quick movements this time, or we’ll kill your friend here.” He pointed behind him and Hugo saw two more men, bowmen, with arrows trained on them. “Lignumis, right? Heard rumors you were here. The master’s been looking for you too.”
Hugo searched for a way out but couldn’t think of one. He could let Molad out, but as far as he could tell, Molad wanted to be captured anyway. Why else would he have brought them to the Ire?
“No way out,” Gadjihalt said. The big man was tying Lignumis’s hands behind his back now, and the archers were only feet away. “You’re coming with us. Definitely in a bag. I tried to be nice, but you obviously can’t be trusted to walk.”
“Where are we going?” Hugo asked, already knowing the answer.
“To the master,” Gadjihalt said. “Where else?”
***
“Kneel.” Gadjihalt’s powerful hands clamped around Hugo’s shoulders, forcing his knees to buckle and bang into the dirt. Lignumis was right beside him. They were in the horrible clearing again, four large, terrible, twisting trees before them, their branches cradling a dark iron box. “We found him just after he found the wood mage,” Gadjihalt said.
To Hugo’s horror, a voice came out of the box. “Search him,” it said.
It was sweeter than he had imagined it, almost frightfully so, and quiet too, barely louder than a whisper.
Hands rummaged through Hugo’s pockets, finding nothing. Hugo breathed a sigh of relief. If he hadn’t happened to hand the naptrap over to Lignumis earlier, things would have just gotten much worse. Hopefully they wouldn’t think to search the other mage. Hugo had been dreading just such a thing since they had been captured, but evidently Gadjihalt had orders not to harm them, though that hadn’t kept them from putting a knife to Lignumis’s throat the entire way. Gadjihalt had wanted to make it quite clear what would happen to his friend if Hugo chose to escape.
Now, in this place, with guards all around and Gadjihalt at his back, Hugo couldn’t imagine escaping. His head was practically bursting at the seams with pain as Molad struggled to break free. Hugo didn’t want to think of what would happen if he let him. Then again, it might not make much of a difference. Things were looking pretty bad. Unbidden, Cannon’s voice echoed in his mind. “Stories, Hugo. Stories.” Well, this would be a good one, if he lived to tell it.
“Ah,” the voice said wistfully. “The youngest Paradise brat. Kind of you to join us. Do you know why I brought you here?”
The voice made Hugo’s skin crawl, though he couldn’t put his finger on why. It sounded normal enough, if sickeningly sweet. Then he realized what it was. Molad loved the sound of that voice. He was practically basking in it. Hugo attempted to ignore him.
“You brought me?” Hugo asked, trying to be difficult.
“Yes,” the voice said. “Of course. That dark twin of yours is an old friend of mine, you know. We’ve accomplished much together in the past, including bringing you here.”
“What?” Hugo felt sick. He searched his memory, analyzing how things had unfolded. Molad had been helping Hugo, hadn’t he? Sure, he was evil, but he wasn’t conspiring against him. When it came to the bigger picture, Hugo had always been in control.
“Did that darkness of yours not bring you here?” Shael said. “Did it not plant in you a desire to stay? Give you a reason to come here? You came for Gadjihalt’s sword, did you not? I can only imagine that that dragon is behind it. Why? Does he have some piece of information that you require? Some memory, perhaps? Do you hope that he holds the key to defeating me? I can assure you he does not. I defeated him.”
Hugo breathed a sigh of relief. For a moment there, he was almost sure that Shael knew what he was after. Not that it mattered, really. It didn’t change the situation one way or the other.
As if reading his thoughts, Shael said, “It does not matter. You are here now. Here to stay.”
“Why?” Hugo asked. “What do you want with me?”
The voice laughed. “I need you, Hugo. It’s hard to admit it, but I do. Do you know how long I worked, how hard I worked, just to let my voice escape this prison? Too long! And it has nearly ruined me. My strength is spent. I will get no further on my own…that is why I need you.”
Hugo laughed. “I’m not going to help you get out of there,” he said. “You can kill me if you want, but I won’t do it.”
“Oh, I don’t want you to let me out,” the voice said. “I want to let you in.”
Hugo blinked. What? What had he said? Let him in? That didn’t make any sense.
“Do you know how a Panthion works, Hugo?” the voice said. “Of course you don’t. Let me show you. Gadjihalt, open the box.”
Gadjihalt moved to the Panthion and, to Hugo’s astonishment, opened the lid.
Hugo gasped. It was supposed to be locked. It was supposed to be an inescapable prison. He winced, waiting for Shael to leap from the box, but nothing happened.
“Look!” the voice snapped. “Look inside!”
Gadjihalt pulled Hugo to his feet and forced him roughly to the box. It was empty. Just an empty stone box. Gadjihalt closed the lid.
“You see?” the voice said. “That is how a Panthion works. It is a prison, after all. Easy to get in. Hard to get out.”
Hugo still didn’t understand.
“Do you know who can open this box, Hugo?” the voice asked. “I mean really open it? Enough to let me out? Do you know who the only person is?”
“No,” Hugo said honestly.
“The Magemother. None but she can open it.”
“I see your problem,” Hugo said, smiling. This had been a terrible day, true. He was likely going to die—maybe be tortured first, but Shael was not going to escape. Brinley would never let him out.
“Yes,” the voice sneered. “She is not likely to release me. She would never open it for me…but I think that she will open it for you.”
With a sudden rush of understanding, Hugo realized what Shael’s plan was. “You want me to come in there with you?”
“You see the beauty of it?” Shael said. “She will open the box to free you, and she will free me as well. She will not want to do it at first, but she will in the end. She cares too much for her children. That is her weakness. In the meantime, there is much that I will be able to discuss with you, one on one. Just you and I. I daresay you are in need of a decent tutor.”
“What makes you think I’ll let you?” Hugo growled. He wouldn’t, and that was the end of it. He would die first. He would run first. Shael was locked in there. His voice was out, sure, but obviously his power was not. Gadjihalt could not force him to do anything.
“Let me speak to your twin now, Paradise,” Shael said. “I’m sure he will be more accommodating to my wishes.”
Molad surged so violently within him that Hugo nearly blacked out. It was as if Shael was calling to him. Like a dog, Molad rushed to answer. It was all Hugo could do to hold him back. He tried not to let the strain show on his face. It wouldn’t do to let Shael know how close he was to getting what he wanted.
“No,” he said. He had meant to say something grander, something threatening, maybe, or something funny, so that Shael would think he wasn’t afraid. The problem was, he was afraid.
“No?” Shael echoed. “Very well. Then I am afraid I will have to cut your friend’s hand off. Maybe then you will reconsider. If not, he has another one. Two feet, too. I’m sure you will agree eventually. Unless you have the desire to watch a mage die slowly.”
One of Gadjihalt’s men forced Lignumis’s sleeve up, brandishing a knife.
“Stop!” Hugo shouted, and the man stopped. For a moment, everything was quiet. He closed his eyes in pain as Molad made another effort to escape. There was sweat forming on his forehead now. He was losing. Losing this battle, and he knew it. He couldn’t watch Lignumis get tortured. Couldn’t watch him die. He couldn’t hold out against Molad all night either.
“Fine,” he said. “But you let Lignumis go free first.”
There was a short silence, then the voice came again. “Very well. He goes free.”
“And safe back to the bridge.”
“And safe back to the bridge,” Shael agreed.
“And before he goes you give him a piece of bark from that tree,” Hugo pointed at the twisting black behemoth beside the box.
“Excuse me?” Shael said.
Hugo smiled. “So that after the Magemother frees us, I will have a weapon to kill you with.”
Shael laughed. “Fair enough, Hugo. Whatever you wish, though I think you may be disappointed if ever you face me in combat.”
“We’ll see,” Hugo said.
He watched as Lignumis was released. He watched in satisfaction as Gadjihalt cut a piece of bark from the tree, wrapped it carefully in a strip of fabric from his shirt, and gave it to Lignumis. That had been some of the quickest thinking he had ever done. He almost couldn’t believe that it was working.
But it was. Lignumis was turning to leave. Hugo caught his arm. “Make sure you get that bark to the Magemother,” he whispered. “She’s expecting it.”
Lignumis nodded. “I won’t forget this,” he said, casting an almost guilty look at the black box in the trees. He released Hugo’s arm and left. Hugo was pleased to see Lignumis disappear at the edge of the clearing, turning into a network of vines that swung from tree to tree, making a quick path out of the forest. He would get back safely.
Brinley! he called. I found Lignumis.
What?
I’ll explain later.
Where are you? We’ll come and get you!
No, Hugo said. Go. Get out of here. We’ll be along in a moment. Just leave the medallion on the bridge for us. Toss it back after you’re through.


Hurry, Brinley pleaded.
“Now,” Shael said, “your turn.”
Gadjihalt put a knife to Hugo’s back with one hand and reached around with the other to open the lid of the box again. “In you go,” he said. “Just your hand will be enough.”
Hugo swallowed. He thought of Brinley, remembering the way she had looked the last time he saw her—pretty, comforting, bending over him and taking care of him. He’d give anything to be back in that room now. He thought of Cannon and his surprising loyalty. Surely he didn’t deserve it. Now he wouldn’t ever be able to repay it.
“In,” Gadjihalt grunted, pressing the knife hard enough to break the skin between his shoulder blades.
He wasn’t coming back from this one. But, if he did, somehow…
Stories, Hugo. Stories.


He placed his hand in the box.



Chapter Twenty
In which a package is delivered
Brinley took the smooth black stone out of her pocket and fingered it absently as she waited at the top of the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. Hugo had dropped it by accident, or Molad had cast it aside during his escape. She wished that it was still in his possession, instead of back in her own. She tried to feel the peace within it, but it was out of reach.
She hoped that Hugo would come back. He had to come back, and not just because of his own life. He had her mother in his pocket still. She thought Hugo would have had enough wisdom to give Cannon the Naptrap before barreling off into the Ire on an unexplained wild goose chase, but apparently he didn’t.
She winced at the thought. What was coming over her? More than likely, he didn’t have a choice in the matter. Even if he did, it didn’t matter. Now, he was almost certainly in trouble, and all she could do was sit and wait.
It seemed like forever since they had all—Animus, Tabitha, Cassis, the Swelter Cat, not to mention the captain of the guard and his band of rather nervous-looking soldiers—settled down to wait for Hugo.
She returned the stone to her pocket bitterly. If Hugo didn’t come back, it meant that Shael had captured him, and Hugo would certainly need some peace if that happened, not that her stone was likely to help anyway. If he didn’t come back, she might never see him alive again. If he didn’t come back, her mother was as good as dead.
And then there was her father. If she didn’t leave to rescue him soon, who knew what might become of him? A question entered her mind then and she nudged the swelter cat, who sat curled beside her.
“Tobias,” she said. “How does one get into Inveress?
Tobias stirred sleepily. “Within the void, Inveress suspends. The manner of your arrival all depends.”
“Depends on what?” Brinley shook her head. “Never mind. How are [we] going to get to Inveress?”
The Swelter Cat sat up and yawned. “That which once led above, now leads below. The broken bridge, is the way we’ll go.”
“The bridge to nowhere?” Brinley said. “Are you sure? But it’s broken. There isn’t even any mist at the top! Won’t we just fall off the end?”
“So it would seem to the simple mind. That is why Inveress is hard to find.”
“How will we get back though?” Brinley asked. “Does the bridge work both ways?”
The Swelter Cat shook his head. “The bridge only works one way. Without a way out, you’ll have to stay.”
Brinley frowned thoughtfully. “The summoning bell,” she said suddenly. “That could bring me back out, couldn’t it? I mean, it brought me all the way from another world.”
Tobias shrugged. “Cyus said you would not stay, but he did not tell me the way.”
She nodded. “It must be the summoning bell.” She leaned back against the low stone wall at the edge of the bridge. There were so many unknowns, so many things that she could not control.
At that thought, she pulled Maggie’s button out of her pocket. The world might fall apart, her mother might die, Shael might return, and Hugo might be lost, but as long as Brinley could find a bit of spare time while she was trying to save the world, at least Maggie wouldn’t have to freeze to death when winter came.
Brinley checked the sky. How long had they been waiting? She was tired. Tired enough to sleep, but she knew sleep was a bad idea. She dreamed nearly every time she slept now, and this would be a terrible time for dreams. She flexed her fingers, trying to wake herself up, and then tried to think of a way to start a conversation with the group, but nothing came to mind. They were all lost in their own thoughts, it seemed. Lost, the way you get in dreams…she wished she had a safe place to dream, a place where nothing could follow her. A place where nothing bad could get in.
Brinley stepped through sleep to the halls of her palace on Calypsis. They seemed to go on forever: halls of white stone and golden floors that were warm under her feet, and door after door that opened to new sights, each more beautiful and wondrous than the last—hanging gardens of purple vines and vivid blue pools of clear water, kitchens full of all her favorite baked breads and fresh fruit (she thought she could hear her dad whistling somewhere, just around the corner, most likely making pancakes), a corridor with curved walls and ceilings all painted with birds that looked so real they almost sang, and a dark room larger than the night itself, where the sun was a lamp in one corner and the floor was a beltway of stars.
As she walked, she heard knocking. It was quiet at first, barely noticeable, but it grew louder and louder as she continued. Finally she gave up on her walk and returned to the front door. Who could it be? she wondered. Who could bother her here? This place was safe. As safe as the inside of her own head—safer, maybe. She opened the door, and the man with the head of a snake stared back at her.
“Let me in,” he said.
“Why?” she whispered, hiding behind the door as she looked him up and down. He looked more tired than evil now that she saw him in the light, but she still didn’t trust him.
“You have to let me in,” he said.
“To Calypsis?” she asked. “Why?”
He shook his head. “To your mind,” he said. “I can’t help you unless you let me in.”
“Help me with what?” she asked.
“Everything,” he said. “Don’t you need help? Your mother sent me.”
He drew a silver pocket watch out of his pocket, checked the time, and began to swing it back and forth casually. She had seen that before, hadn’t she? A silver orb swinging back and forth, back and forth? A pocket watch? She shook her head. The only one she knew with a pocket watch was Archibald, and this person was certainly not Archibald.
The man checked the time again, his snake tongue darting out his mouth, nearly licking the face of the watch. “Won’t you let me in?” he said.
She eyed him cautiously. “You don’t look like someone my mother would know. Why should I trust you?”
“Because I am here.” he said. “You said yourself that this place is safe. Nothing can harm you here.”
She thought about that for a moment, then slowly opened the door the rest of the way. “That’s true,” she said. She stepped back and let him in.
Brinley jolted awake just in time to witness a tall young man with a light beard stumble through the gray curtain of mist. It had to be Lignumis. Hugo said that he was coming.
“Lignumis?” Animus said, catching the younger mage by the shoulders and holding him steady. “Lignumis, is that you?”
***
The man called Lignumis nodded slowly, staring at the ancient mage. “Animus?”
Animus chuckled, and the sound of it did something to relieve the tension that had been building up among the waiting crowd. “You look different,” Animus said, clapping Lignumis on the back and bringing him forward. “Grown up, I dare say, and about time, too.”
Lignumis gave a weak smile. “You look the same,” he whispered.
Animus laughed again, and Brinley felt herself start to smile. Animus had a wonderful way of making people feel courageous in terrifying situations. Hugo was still in there, doing who knew what. They didn’t even know if he would make it back. She clutched her bag between her fingers. He had taken the naptrap—no, Molad had. That was in the Ire, too. What was he doing with it? It was all that she could do not to rush back in there herself. She was eyeing the medallion still clutched in Lignumis’s hand, but Animus took it from him before she could decide what she wanted to do.
The ancient mage took one look at her and tossed it back through the mist.
“Was that wise, Animus?” Cassis said, cringing. “We don’t know who might be there. Anyone could pick it up.”
Animus swept the onlookers with a stern look, holding up a finger for emphasis. “We do know,” he said. “Hugo is still coming. We have to trust that. We have to believe in him.”
The crowd was silent. Nobody knew what to say, probably. Brinley certainly didn’t. He was right, of course. Animus was usually right. Deep down, they all knew that their fate rested in large part upon the head of the Mage of Light and Darkness. That was the way it had always been.
But in the past, things had always gone wrong. The Magemother had been there to save them all last time. But what could Brinley do? She was powerless, especially now that Animus had thrown the medallion back through the portal. There were no others. According to Cannon, Hugo—or Molad, rather—had thrown the first medallion over the edge of the bridge on the other side. All she could do now was wait like everyone else and hope that Hugo knew what he was doing. Not a pleasant thought, since he had made some bad decisions lately.
“Magemother?”
It was Lignumis. He was standing alone now, hands folded awkwardly before him, as if he was unused to being around so many people. How could she have forgotten him? She had gotten carried away in her own thoughts again, when she should have been caring for another. She felt selfish.
“Lignumis,” she said, holding her hand out to him. “I know I’m not the Magemother you remember, but I’m very glad to see you. We have much to discuss. Are you all right?”
She indicated a line of blood on his neck. It was bleeding in a steady, slow stream.
“Ah,” he said. He put a hand on it and came away with red fingers. “Yes. Gadjihalt wanted to make sure Hugo did not try to escape.”
“Where is he now?” Brinley asked. She couldn’t help noticing that every eye was trained on Lignumis now, every ear straining to hear them.
Lignumis hung his head and began to speak.
Brinley felt her last vestiges of hope slip away as she listened to his story. He told them how Gadjihalt had taken them to the Panthion. He told them what Shael had demanded and how Hugo had bartered to save him.
“He’s going to imprison him?” Brinley asked, horrified.
“Are you saying you actually heard Shael’s voice?” Animus demanded. “He spoke from within the Panthion?” The mage’s face was a mix of worry and consternation.
“Did you see an army?” the captain of the guards asked, pushing Cassis aside to get a better look. “Is he going to send troops across the bridge? Did you find out how he has been crossing it?”
Lignumis’s eyes went wide with panic. “Thousands,” he whispered.
“Thousands?” the captain demanded. “Are you sure? Have you seen them with your own eyes?”
Lignumis paled searching for words.
“He spoke from within the Panthion?” Animus repeated. “He has been leading his troops this whole time?”
“Hush!” Tabitha yelled. She stepped around Brinley and placed herself between Lignumis and the others, hands on her hips, face determined. “You’re scaring him half to death. One at a time, or no one at all. Brinley first,” she said, motioning them away. “Give them some room. Go on. Shoo!”
Brinley covered a smile. “It’s okay, Tabitha,” she said. “Why don’t you take Lignumis down to the medical tent and have that cut looked at? You can bring Cannon back with you when you come, and then maybe Lignumis will be ready to answer our questions.”
“What are you going to do?” Tabitha said to Brinley, taking Lignumis’s arm.
“We are going to wait for Hugo,” she said firmly. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.” But she didn’t feel sure. What if Hugo couldn’t get away? What if he really was forced into the box with Shael. But why would Shael want that? What did he gain by it?
“Hugo may make it out yet,” Animus said, reading her thoughts.
She looked at the ancient mage, searching his face for the same fear that she felt. “Do you really think so?”
He looked down. “We must hope.”
The man called Lignumis ducked out of the back of the medical tent as soon as no one was looking. That apprentice, Cannon, was being treated for hypothermia. Luckily, he was serving as a convenient distraction.
He made his way as quietly and quickly as possible down the streets of Ninebridge. Soon, he found himself alone on a dark street and changed shape, becoming a mangy gray dog. He sniffed the air. She had to be close. She was supposed to be in this part of the city. There was once a time when he could smell a witch a mile away, but that was before.
He found her in the basement of an old church. It was the type of place where you might expect to find an old woman selling used clothes for pennies, which was apparently the exact front that March had set up for herself.
He crawled through a half-open window and padded across a dingy floor, skirting racks of clothes as he went, leaving dirty paw prints on the floor. He found her at last, scowling down at him with those squinty eyes. She seemed about as pleased to see him as he was to see her, which is to say, not at all. But desperate times called for disagreeable company.
She glared at him for a long moment, perhaps wondering if he was a dog she could kick out of her home or an ancient sorcerer that had just enough of his power left to make it unwise to kick him. He waited longer than was necessary, letting her squirm. Finally, the Janrax turned back into himself. Not the tall, oak-bearded mage that he had been playing, but the thin, ancient wisp of a man, skin black, features rotted with age, his back bent nearly in half by his long years.
March breathed a sigh, whether of relief or disgust, it was hard to tell. “It’s you again,” she said.
“Indeed,” he muttered. He dug in his pockets and held out the things that Hugo had given him, one in each hand, a small crystal vial and a piece of bark from the twistwood tree, wrapped carefully in the cutting of Gadjihalt’s shirt so as not to touch his skin. Even for him, powerful as he was, that wouldn’t be a good idea. “I followed the boy mage as we planned. When the moment came, I impersonated the Mage of Wood and led him to Shael.”
March surveyed them thoughtfully. “The Mage of Wood. Yes, that was wisely done. From within the circle of mages it will be easy for you to strike at them when the time comes, and as we both know, there is no chance of them finding the true Lignumis.”
“Those were my thoughts as well,” he said. Then he offered her the items he had been carrying. “He gave me these to take to the Magemother.”
“Bark,” she said. “From the twistwood tree? Why?”
He shrugged. “Said he wanted his revenge on Shael later. Said the girl would be expecting it, too.”
March frowned. “Perhaps you should deliver it to her, then. They can talk to each other over great distances, it is said. It’s possible he told her that he was sending it with you. We wouldn’t want to risk her suspecting who you truly are.” She waved away the piece of bark, and he replaced it carefully in his pocket. “And what of this?” she said, taking the vial out of his hand. “Well, I don’t believe it.” Her face broke out in a grin. “This is the work of that fool sister of mine. One of her specialties. Naptraps, I think she calls them…used to transport her stupid creatures from one place to another or some such. What would the Magemother want with it?”
“Don’t ask me,” he said. “The boy didn’t tell me. Seemed awfully worried about it though. Made sure I knew to give it to her.”
March cocked an eyebrow. “And did he say she was expecting this too?”
“No. Just told me to give it to her.”
March smiled. “Let’s keep it, then. See if you can find out what it is. It might be something important. Tell her you don’t know what she’s talking about if she asks you. How could you? Hugo never even mentioned it to you.”
“I know how to play my part,” he said with a sneer. “I don’t need pointers, least of all from you.”
“Time will tell,” she said dismissively. “How is your other work progressing?”
He smiled. “Very well. The Magemother took her haunt, just minutes ago, in fact.”
“Then the way is clear for you to attack the others,” March said. “You must be quick. We have only days before the attack. You had better get back now before they wonder where you have gone.”
He shifted and became the dog again, then turned on his heel, dodging a kick from March as he padded out of the room.
***
Brinley’s head snapped up when the next person stepped through the mist.
It wasn’t Hugo. She didn’t know who it was, for she could not see his face. He wore black clothes that draped about his frame loosely and made him look bigger than he already was, and a black hood over his head with holes for his eyes. It took a moment of him standing there before everyone realized what had happened. A few people, like Tabitha, had nearly drifted off to sleep while they waited, and they were most surprised to look up and see the great hulking shape standing so close to them.
The man had no weapons, only a small black box held between his large hands. It was the size of a shoebox, made of smooth black metal that did not reflect the light. He bent forward very carefully, almost gingerly, and set the box on the ground in such a way that made Brinley think it must have weighed a great deal. Then he pulled out the gold medallion that they had thrown through the mist for Hugo and set it on top of the box. Setting his boot against the box, he pushed it over the line of warding, then backed away without a word and disappeared into the mist.
Everyone exhaled at the same time. “That was unexpected,” Cannon said, shifting beneath the warm blanket that he had brought from the medical tent.
“Cryptic,” Archibald murmured, staring intently at the box.
“There’s a note.” Animus said, and he picked up a small black roll of parchment from off the top of the box.
“What does it say?” Tabitha asked.
Animus’s eyes danced across the page, his frown deepening the longer he read. Finally, he read the note aloud:
***
Magemother,
I, Shael, have taken Hugo Paradise, Mage of Light and Darkness and heir to the throne of Aberdeen, into my custody. Unless you open the Panthion and release us both in three day’s time, he will be destroyed.
The inhabitants of the Ire are in turmoil. They seek to escape from their confinement and wish to overrun your land.
If you choose to release me, you have my word that I will return peacefully to the Wizard’s Ire and maintain order there so that our two lands may continue to live together in harmony.
If you do not, the whole of the Wizard’s Ire will move against you.
I trust that you will make the right decision.
I place my fate into your hands.
***
Nobody spoke.
Slowly, every eye turned to Brinley. “Hugo is in there?” she said softly. “In there with him?”
Animus picked up the box with some effort, examining it. “This truly is the Panthion,” he said. “Who is inside, however, there is no way to tell.”
“Without opening it,” Archibald muttered.
Lignumis was on his feet. He pointed at the Panthion. “That’s the box that was talking to us. A voice was coming out of it, talking to Hugo. It said that it was going to take Hugo inside.” He looked down. “I thought that he would get away. I thought that he was bluffing when he agreed to go in there, so that I could go free.” He sat down, covering his face with his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
Brinley placed a hand on his shoulder, slid it down his arm, and pulled him gently to his feet again. “I want to show you something,” she said. She turned him around and began to walk him down the bridge. The rest of them followed silently, not knowing what else they should do. Animus brought up the rear, his expression dark, the heavy box floating before him on a cushion of air.
“I have a place that I go to when the world seems completely unfair,” Brinley said. “When everything I am trying to accomplish seems like it is sure to fail. I want to take you there. I have many things to think about now, and three days in which to do it. My friend may be suffering every minute as we decide how to act. Suffering, every minute, as we prepare for what must come…but there is nothing that I can do about that just now. There is something that I can do tonight, though, and so I will do it. And you can help me, if you wish. You all can,” she added, looking around at them.
“What?” Lignumis said. “Name it, and I will do it.”
Brinley looked up at him seriously. “We can finish building a house.”



Chapter Twenty-One
In which there is a home
“What is she thinking? Why did she send us here alone? And why didn’t she let him out? She’s got to let him out of the Panthion, no matter how long she sits and stews about it. I mean, I don’t like the idea of Shael released and free in the world any more than the next person, but he has forced her hand. I don’t understand what she’s waiting for.”
Cannon’s voice echoed around them as he and Tabitha wound their way through the dark tunnels beneath the dungeons of Thieutukar’s castle. Brinley had taken the others to go and help her finish Maggie’s house, and sent Tabitha and Cannon to bring Gadjihalt’s sword to Kuzo. The big sword felt heavier and heavier in her hands the longer she carried it. It was an ugly, brutish thing, and she could barely bring herself to hold it. It was better if she didn’t think about the great curving dragon’s spike on the end of it, or how a beautiful creature had been killed to put it there.
“Ouch!” Cannon said. “You poked me with the sword again! Will you just let me carry it?”
“No,” Tabitha said. “Brinley asked me to do it, so I am going to do it.”
Cannon’s hand reached out, feeling awkwardly in the darkness. When it met her shoulder, he grabbed her arm and led her around him. “You go first, then,” he said. “I’m tired of you literally stabbing me in the back. I didn’t come all the way through the Wizard’s Ire just to be killed walking down a flight of stairs. Mind you, I expect that we will be killed at the bottom. It was Hugo that saved us last time, and though I’ll do my best, I don’t know how much I can do with wind against a dragon in the dark.” Cannon sighed. “Why did Brinley send us to do this? And why can we not let Thieutukar do it for us? He said he was willing. Is there something you’re not telling me? Something that everyone else knows that I don’t know? Because let me tell you, Tabitha, I’ve been here before and this dragon will probably eat us when we can’t do that dragon dance thing of his. Can you do it, Tabitha? Can you? Because I certainly can’t. I think what we will have to do is—”
“Enough!” Tabitha rounded on him, bumping him with the flat of the sword again, mostly by accident. “Brinley knows what she is doing. And I’m sure you would do a lovely dragon dance, but that won’t be necessary. Kuzo will speak with me.” She returned to the stairs, and Cannon kept his peace for the remainder of their descent.
“Back again,” Cannon whispered when they reached the bottom. His voice echoed about them differently, revealing a massive chamber ahead.
“Who is there?” a voice said from out of the darkness. “Name yourself.” A little ball of light glinted suddenly out of the sea of black, growing larger as it approached them.
“Oh, no,” Cannon said wearily. “Here we go again.”
Tabitha squared her shoulders and strode towards the approaching figure. It was a man, she saw. Tall and slender, with hair that glowed like fire. He was Kuzo, the last dragon of Aberdeen, and he was about to know her name.
She changed, her skin shimmering, her body lengthening, growing scales and claws and wings. She felt the now familiar sensation of heat in her belly, the desire to release it into the blackness and bathe the dark in her light.
She roared and loosed a pillar of fire into the air above Kuzo’s head, casting sudden light upon his startled expression. She heard a yelp and a thud from behind her, but she didn’t dare look away to investigate. Cannon had probably not been expecting her to change into a dragon. She had forgotten to tell him.
The surprise faded quickly from Kuzo’s face, replaced by a look of intrigue. “A masterful thing,” he said quietly. “To take the shape of a dragon. Few have ever done so. None that I know of now live.”
“My name is Tabitha. I am the Magemother’s Herald,” she said, and she roared again for good measure, making the air shake. When she had finished, she looked down at him. “I brought what you wanted.” She raised a giant foreleg and slammed the sword down at Kuzo’s feet.
The dragon’s eyes widened, staring at it. His jaw loosened, his mouth falling open in surprise as he bent to pick it up. “My Anorre,” he whispered. He broke the spike off the end of the hilt with a firm twist and dropped the blade on the floor, kicking it away in disgust. Then he looked up at Tabitha, fingering the spike in his hands tenderly. “You have done me a great favor. What do you desire in return?”
Tabitha shrank back into her own form, and Kuzo watched her, his expression unchanged as he looked down at her. It was the first time anyone had ever looked at her like that. It made no difference to Kuzo, it seemed, what she looked like. To him, she would always be a dragon.
“I want what Hugo wanted,” she said. “Tell me what you know about Chantra.”
The dragon nodded. “I did not hide her.”
Tabitha held her breath. Was that all he had to say? Had they come all this way, sacrificed so much, for this?
“But I did help her,” he went on, and Tabitha relaxed. “She was trying to help me, help me get my fire back.” He looked down at the spike in his hands. “I told her that the only way was to get Anorre’s spike. To burn it. To put her soul to rest…But Chantra had other ideas.”
He glanced up at Tabitha. “None of them worked, of course. But I didn’t mind. I was happy just for the company.” His face twisted distastefully. “She was the only person I ever saw in this place who didn’t want something from me.
“We became friends, in time. And friendships between humans and my race are very rare indeed. But Chantra was special. We spoke of treasure, and I told her of my adventures. She had a strange passion for rubies. Her brother, the Mage of Metal, even tried to teach her how to go inside one. That was her dream. Her secret ambition.” He looked down. “Such a wonderful child.”
He glared up at Tabitha. “Then the Magemother told her to hide. Once again, the Mage of Light and Darkness had lost his mind and threatened to destroy the other mages. Chantra came to me that day, in secret, terrified. She did not know where to run, where to hide.”
Tabitha took a step toward him. “What did you tell her?” She looked around the room, wondering if, perhaps, the Mage of Fire was crouching in some dark corner, still hiding from the darkness that she had run from years before.
“I gave her a gift,” Kuzo said. “The last of my possessions.”
He smiled faintly at a pleasant memory. “When I was imprisoned by the gnomes so long ago, they searched me for treasure. A dragon never goes anywhere without a little treasure, you know, just in case. I let them find it, take it from me, so that they were satisfied. But they did not find it all.” He grinned deviously. “I had one gem left…a ruby.”
He bowed his head. “I gave it to her that day, just to calm her. But then an idea struck me. What better hiding place for her than that? Inside a stone. Who would ever look there? And this was the perfect stone for it. It was uncut, you see, a rough, dark gem. To most people it would look like a plain old rock. But inside! Inside, she would have the palace of her dreams.”
“So did she do it?” Tabitha asked, eyes bulging. “Did she get inside?”
Kuzo nodded. “Not at first, but we practiced together, right here, until she could achieve it.”
“Where is it?” Tabitha asked, taking another step forward.
Kuzo smiled, folding his arms across his chest. “I do not know,” he said. “I told her to take it somewhere safe. Somewhere that nobody would think to look. Not even me. She said the Magemother would know where to hide it.”
Kuzo stared at her for a long time, but Tabitha was at a loss for words, unsure what to ask next.
“Go,” he said finally. “I have what I want, and you have what you want. And tell the king of the gnomes that I will not be his prisoner for much longer.” He smiled, looking down at the spike, then changed in the blink of an eye into his true form.
“One thing more,” he rumbled, his giant head swinging down until it was level with Tabitha. “You owe me one last thing, for helping you. One last thing, if you want to leave this room alive.”
He dropped the spike at her feet.
“Burn this for me.”
***
Brinley twirled the thick wooden button between her fingers, and after a moment, replaced it in her pocket. She was watching the night sky for Cannon and Tabitha, but there was no sign of them yet. She hoped that they were okay. It had seemed like a good idea to send Tabitha to speak with the dragon, since she could turn into a dragon herself. But then again, just because an idea seems good at first doesn’t mean it turns out well in the end.
She returned to the clearing where the mages were working and put a hand on Lignumis’s shoulder as he bent over a thick length of wood.
“Lignumis,” she said kindly. “Let me give you your power back. I daresay you could move that wood more easily as the Mage of Wood.”
He took a step back, looking shocked, but then nodded. She motioned for him to kneel, then placed her hands on his head as she had done with Unda.
Before she could get the words out, he grabbed her wrists. “Wait,” he said. He stood up, shaking his head. “Can we just wait for a little while?” He rubbed his eyes. “I’m not ready. Not feeling good. I need some time to adjust. I—”
“That’s okay,” Brinley said in a soothing tone. “I understand. You’ve been in the Wizard’s Ire so long.”
“It isn’t that,” he said quickly. “I mean, I just need a little time. So much has happened in the last few hours. I just feel…wrong. I want to be ready, when I receive my power.”
“You need to get your head in the right place?” Unda said, making them both jump. He had come up behind them, and there was a strange look on his face. If Brinley didn’t know better, she would have thought it was suspicion.
Lignumis relaxed. “Exactly. You put it just right. I just need to get my head in the right place.” He smiled weakly and put a hand on Brinley’s shoulder. “Give me one day, Magemother, maybe two, and I promise I will be ready.
Brinley nodded, glancing back and forth between Unda and Lignmuis. Something had just happened, she was sure of it, but she didn’t know what it was. A second later, Unda had swept the strange expression from his face and he was walking Lignumis back to the house.
“Don’t feel too bad,” Unda said, clapping the other mage on the back. “You weren’t ever very powerful anyway.”
“Unda!” Brinley said, “That’s not helping.”
“He knows I’m kidding,” Unda said, slapping Lignumis on the shoulder. “You did get big, didn’t you! Grew like a weed these last few years…of course, you would grow like a weed.”
Brinley was about to scold Unda again, but Lignumis was chuckling now, so she let it go. The three of them joined Cassis at the front of the house, where he was pulling nails out of the ground as if they had fallen there. He was making them from what ore there was in the soil beneath their feet, she knew, but it looked like he was just picking them up. Since Lignumis was unable to control the trees to make wood for the house, Brinley had been forced to make some changes in her design, but the one thing she wouldn’t give up was a good, solid front door made of wood. Cassis had made them tools to work with.
“I’ll fix it later,” Lignumis said, mumbling over several nails clamped between his lips. “We’ll make it look good in the end, after I figure out what’s wrong with me.”
“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Brinley said, but Lignumis just gave her a skeptical look and kept pounding nails.
“Brinley,” Animus called, and she went to him.
He was sitting at the edge of the clearing, apart from the others. He had been sitting on the Panthion, head propped on his fist, lost in thought the whole time they had been there. Now he looked as if he had made up his mind about something.
“I think you will have to let them out,” he said. “I can’t find a way around it.”
Brinley nodded. “I know.”
Animus straightened. “Oh,” he said. “I did not realize you had already made up your mind.”
She sat on a rock across from him. “I have. I’m going to let them out, but not until the last possible moment.”
Animus nodded slowly. “That will give us time to prepare,” he said. “There is much to do if we are to be ready to face Shael, or war, in three day’s time…” His eyes flitted to the house behind them. “Is our time spent wisely, just waiting here?”
Brinley smiled at him. “I don’t know,” she said. “But this is where I come when I don’t know what to do. So far it seems to be working.” She turned to survey the house. “And we’re almost finished. I can’t stop now, Animus. I might never get it done. Who knows if I’ll survive the next three days?”
Animus laughed grimly. “True enough.” He glanced around. “Where did that cat get off to?”
“He went with Archibald to get Maggie,” Brinley said. “They shouldn’t be much longer. I just hope we’re done before they get back.”
Animus pointed at the sky. “Someone is back.”
It was Tabitha. The black swan descended and changed into her friend as soon as Cannon had stepped down from her back.
“Tell me,” Brinley said without preamble. “What happened? What did you learn?”
“Well,” Cannon said, “for one thing, we set a dragon free. He blasted out of the tunnel right behind us. Don’t think Thieutukar liked that very much…”
“What?” Animus said, rising to his feet.
“And we learned where Chantra is hiding,” Tabitha said eagerly. Her face fell. “Well…sort of.”
“From the beginning,” Brinley said, struggling to maintain her patience.
When they had finished their story, Animus and the other mages started pestering Cannon and Tabitha with questions, so Brinley strode toward the house, lost in thought. Where would her mother have hidden a ruby? Somewhere on Calypsis? Somewhere in Caraway Castle? Those were the two places that she had called home, but would they be the best place to hide something? Probably not. She sighed. Tabitha would have to look for it while she went to find her father. Maybe the other mages could help in the search too.
She smiled at the house. At least one thing was coming together. Cassis had made a roof of stone and filled the windows with sparkling, clear glass. Belterras, upon learning that Lignumis was unable to use his powers, had summoned a team of beavers to help them cut logs, which they had then stacked against the outside walls to give the house a warmer appearance. Birds sang cheerfully from their tiny, colorful houses in the yard, and wildflowers bloomed in a little patch of soil under the kitchen window, as if the gods had looked down on her efforts and decided to help. She certainly hoped that they were pleased with it. This was, perhaps, the only responsibility that they had given her as Magemother that she was fulfilling with any measure of success: caring for those who could not care for themselves.
She smiled at the house. It was almost done. She picked up the hammer that Lignumis had been using earlier and drove a single nail through the wooden button, fastening it firmly to the center of the door. “There,” she said with satisfaction. “It’s finished.”
“It’s lovely,” Tabitha said, drawing up beside her. “She’s going to love it, if she doesn’t think it’s too big.”
“Oh, I’m sure she will think it’s too big,” Brinley said. “But she’ll get used to it. She needs the extra space for visitors.”
Brinley glanced around, looking for Unda. “Wasn’t he going to build a fountain?”
Tabitha nodded. “He is. I told him to do it out back so that the birds could have some privacy when they bathed. I’ll show you!” She grabbed Brinley’s hand and pulled her around the house. Sure enough, Unda was standing in front of an intricate fountain of rocks and polished stones and tiny waterfalls. But something was wrong; some of the waterfalls were falling up instead of down.
“Oh my,” Tabitha said, putting a hand over her mouth and walking to the fountain. It was as if Unda had lost concentration halfway through and turned the laws of gravity upside down. He was standing in front of the fountain with his hands folded across his chest, deep in thought, staring off into space as if he wasn’t aware of the fountain at all.
“Look,” Tabitha whispered to Brinley. She was gesturing toward a particularly interesting portion of the fountain, where two waterfalls met. One was falling down, and one was falling up, and where the two streams of water met, they swirled around each other in a dizzying circle that seemed to run in two directions at the same time. “Ooh,” Tabitha said, going slightly cross-eyed as she stuck her hand into the center of it.
Unda jerked out of his thoughts and pulled Tabitha out of the fountain as the water began to snake around her arms like little glistening serpents. “Careful,” he said. “Sorry. Got distracted. Thinking, you know.”
“What’s bothering you, Unda?” Brinley said.
The young mage cracked his knuckles thoughtfully. “Lignumis.”
“What about him?” Tabitha asked.
“He isn’t quite…how I remember him. That’s all.”
“He looks different,” Brinley said. “He’s much older now, isn’t he? You are too.”
Unda shook his head. “Not that. He talks the same, acts the same. But there is something different about him.” He glanced up at Brinley’s worried face and smiled. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I am always thinking too hard about something or other.”
“Oh, it’s perfect,” Tabitha said, and Brinley turned to see her placing Miah the toad in the center of the swirling fountain. “You’ll love it here, Miah,” Tabitha said, and patted the toad on the head firmly, as if to reinforce the notion that it had arrived at its new home. “And you’ll love it even more after Unda un-confuses your fountain.”
Unda grinned.
“They’re here!” Belterras bellowed, and they hurried around to the front of the house. “They’re coming up the hill!”
“Positions everyone!” Tabitha called, herding people into the house. They had decided that everyone would wait out of sight, so as not to overwhelm Maggie with too many people at once.
Archibald entered the clearing, followed by Maggie and the Swelter Cat, who trotted happily beside her. She reached down with one hand to adjust one of her colorful socks, the other hand clutched tightly around the tin that held her treasures.
“And then when I was forty-nine,” she was saying to Tobias, “I met a cat so fat and blind, he couldn’t find his own behind.” The Swelter Cat purred appreciatively, nodding several times.
“Whose house have you brought me to, Archie?” Maggie said, peering suspiciously at the little dwelling. “Oh,” she said, flattening her dresses with her hand. “It’s Magemother Brinley.”
“Hello,” Brinley said. “I have a surprise for you, Maggie.”
“Oh?” Maggie said nervously. “No, thank you. I don’t like surprises.” She looked around. “Where is Apprentice Tabitha? I would like to play a game of War Hands with her. Just one, if she has the time. Best of three, you know.”
Brinley grinned. “She’s inside your house,” Brinley said, nodding at the little dwelling.
Maggie peered around Brinley suspiciously. “My house, you say? Where? That’s not my house.”
“It is now,” Brinley said. “We built it for you.” She put her hands on her hips firmly. “You need a warm place to sleep, Maggie, and space of your own, so that we can come and visit you.”
“But—” Maggie spluttered.
“And there’s a workshop in the back, if you want to start your own business, though I daresay Jaship will let you keep your job if that’s what you really want.”
Maggie said nothing, just stared blankly at the house.
“It’s nice and quiet here…” Brinley said softly, “and you’re not too far from the city. Do you like it?”
Maggie threw her arms around Brinley. “It’s wonderful!” she said. “What’s that on my door?” She marched up to the house and touched the little button. “Ah! See, I told you. A lucky button, indeed.” She threw the door open excitedly. “Luckiest button I ever—AAAHH!” She leapt back from the door, pointing at the inside of the house. “It’s full of people!”
“Just me, Maggie,” Tabitha said, stepping out of the doorway. “Me and all the mages, of course.” She stepped aside and they all filed out of the house after her.
“Oh my,” Maggie said. “All the mages, in my house! How wonderful!” She took Tabitha’s hand and led her back inside, slamming the door behind them. A second later, her voice came drifting out of the house, muffled slightly by the door. “I’m going let all of my street friends move in with me, Apprentice Tabitha, and that way we can all have a real house together, and we can make our own money in the workshop to buy food with. We’ll probably have to steal a few tools to get started, but not for long, and we’ll give them back once we have money to buy our own.”
Cannon slapped his face with the palm of his hand, shaking his head, and Belterras chuckled heartily. “Honest, isn’t she?”
“I think maybe I should make her a few tools before I leave today,” Cassis murmured thoughtfully.
Animus was looking at Brinley. She cleared her throat, and the mages all looked at her.
“Thank you,” she said. “I couldn’t have done this for her without all of your help.” She shuffled her feet nervously, then calmed, realizing what she wanted to tell them. “This is what we do,” she said, pointing at the house. The door opened a crack, and she thought she saw Maggie peeking out at her, but she continued. “This is who we are. You exist to serve this world, and I exist to serve you. There is much to be done, and none of it is easy, but we can do anything together.”
She paused, her eyes drifting to the cold black box that sat at the other end of the clearing. “In three day’s time, I will open the Panthion. By then we must be ready. We must return Shael to his prison after Hugo is free. I don’t know how, but we must do it. We must prepare the kingdom against an attack from the Ire. We will save Hugo. We will save my mother, and we will save the kingdom. I cannot do it alone, but we can do it together, as a family…”
She trailed off, feeling foolish. That was more or less what she had meant to say, but it had sounded much better in her head than it did out loud.
Maggie flung her door open and began to clap enthusiastically. “That was a very nice speech, Magemother Brinley,” she said. “Now, come inside, please, so that I can show you my house.”
Brinley and Tabitha sat on log stools across from Maggie’s little stone kitchen table, upon which she had proudly set her treasure tin. Brinley was watching the others through the window.
“It’s a lovely home,” Tabitha said, smiling pleasantly at Maggie.
“Thank you, dear. It was a gift from the Magemother, you know.”
Tabitha grinned. “I know.”
“Not the first gift I’ve been given from the Magemother, you know.”
“I know,” Tabitha said. “I remember.”
“Not the second gift either, dear.”
Brinley turned away from the window. “Really?” she asked. “Did my mother give you something? Did you know her?”
Maggie nodded. “Oh, yes,” she said. “I’ve lived all over this world, you know. Met all sorts of people. All sorts of people, high and low, and almost everyone has met me.” She took the lid off the tin between them and motioned for Brinley. “It’s time for you to pick a gift again. Since you returned my last one.”
Brinley grinned sideways at Tabitha, who looked rather jealous. “Any advice?” she said, remembering what had happened last time.
“Yes, in fact,” Maggie said. “I think it’s time you took back the gift your mother gave me.” She reached into a corner of the tin and drew a rough-looking rock out from among the other odds and ends. Brinley remembered seeing it last time. It didn’t look like much, but if her mother had given it to Maggie…
“It is a ruby, I think,” Maggie said, handing it to her. “Uncut, of course, but someday it could make a beautiful piece. It’s the most valuable thing in the tin, but nobody ever wants it.”
Brinley’s eyes had gone wide.
“Ooo,” Tabitha said, pulling on the sleeve of Brinley’s shirt. “Ooo, Brinley!”
“I know,” Brinley said, holding the gem up to the light. She closed her eyes and reached into the stone with her mind. It was a vast, beautiful place, a palace, just as Cassis had described.
Chantra, she called.
And Chantra came.
A thin line of red, like molten metal or a thread of fire, fell from the stone onto the floor, becoming first a pair of feet, then legs, then the torso of a young girl, older than Brinley, but still vibrant with the strength of youth. Her hair was raven and her eyes were a warm brown, tinged at the edges with red. Her arms were folded tightly across her chest, and as soon as she had emerged from the stone she began to shake. Her eyes rolled backwards into her head, and she toppled over. Tabitha caught her just before she hit the floor.
“What’s wrong with her?” Tabitha said.
“Magemother?” It was Belterras. He stepped through the front door with Animus following behind. Chantra was convulsing now, legs twitching back and forth, eyes rolling back and forth. Brinley was propping her head up with Tabitha’s coat to prevent her from striking the floor. “Turn her on her side,” Belterras barked. “No! Don’t hold her down.”
“It’s the pain,” Animus said. “It’s too much for her. I feared this would happen. Magemother.” He shot Brinley a meaningful glance. “It is time.”
Brinley laid her hands on Chantra’s head and whispered in her ear, feeling once again the surge of power, the lifting of weight.
Chantra stilled at once, but she did not wake. Her eyes closed and her jaw slackened, and she would not respond to her name. Belterras opened one of her eyes and examined it.
“Well?” Animus said, leaning in to have a look for himself.
“I think that she is no longer in pain,” Belterras said. “But she is no longer with us.”
Brinley gasped. “Dead?”
“No,” Animus said, and Belterras nodded in agreement. “Not dead. But barely alive. Not asleep, not awake. She has…gone away. But she will return. Her body needs to rest. She will likely wake in a matter of hours. A day or two at the most, as long as she is well cared for.”
“She can stay right here,” Maggie said. “I’ll look after her.”
Belterras eyed her thoughtfully. “I will come and check her myself from time to time. And I may ask Habis to come and stay with her. She is good with remedies, or so the animals have told me.”
A swallowing sound made Brinley turn around. The Swelter Cat was sitting in the front doorway, preening himself. He must have come in when she wasn’t looking.
He cleared his throat when he saw her watching him. “This is no time to stand and glance,” he said loftily. “It’s time to go. It’s your last chance.”
“What is he talking about?” Animus said.
“My father,” Brinley said. “He’s in Inveress, and I have to go rescue him. I have to go now, I’m afraid. There is…something that I want to ask Cyus as well.”
“Inveress?” Animus said. He searched her face for a moment. “Very well,” he said. “I see that you have already decided. Will you allow me to accompany you?”
Brinley shook her head. “I need you here. There will be much to do in preparation for the war.”
“War?” Tabitha said, glancing up from Tobias. She had begun to pet him, and he was glaring at her.
“Yes,” Brinley said, bending to help Belterras lift Chantra onto the table. “Three day’s time, that’s what Shael said.”
Cannon, who was now leaning through the kitchen window, gave a low whistle. “Three days,” he said. “I’m not going to lie. I wouldn’t mind being somewhere else when Shael comes. No matter how ready we are, it’s not going to be pretty if he really can get his armies across the bridge. Can he?”
Animus nodded. “I think he can. I do not think we could stop him from doing at least that, even if we all attempted to overwhelm him the moment he emerged from the Panthion. I have no doubt that he will come out fighting. We cannot expect him to keep his half of the bargain. If you let him out, he will not go quietly back into the Ire. He will pick up right where he left off, and he will destroy this world.”
“What?” Brinley said.
Animus hesitated. “I said, if Shael gets out—”
“Not that,” Brinley said. “Cannon. What did you say?”
“Uh, me?” Cannon asked. “I said it won’t be pretty if Shael’s armies get across the bridge.”
“No,” Brinley shook her head. It had been something else. Something important, that nobody had noticed. “You said you wished you could be someplace else.”
Cannon flushed with embarrassment. “Well, I mean—You know I’m not one to run from a fight, Magemother. I was just saying—”
Brinley held up a hand. “Shh,” she whispered. “There is something in that. Something important.” She closed her eyes, trying to catch a glimpse of it. Someplace else. What if they could be somewhere else when Shael came. Out of reach. Safe…
She smiled. “I intend to be ready for Shael when he comes. I will wait until the last possible moment to release them, but in three day’s time, we must be ready.”
“Ready?” Cassis said. “To face a full-scale invasion of the Wizard’s Ire led by Shael himself? We will need more than three days to prepare for that!”
“Then we had better get started,” Brinley said. She laid a hand on Chantra’s chest. “Belterras, you will care for her?”
“Not just him,” Maggie said. “I’m going to make up the most comfortable bed a person could ask for, and that’s where she’ll stay until she has mended.”
“Good.” Brinley took Tabitha’s hand and stepped to the door. She paused on the threshold to address Animus again. “How long would it take you to gather every king in the land and meet me in Ninebridge?”
“With the help of the others,” he said, “three hours. Maybe less.”
“Good,” she said. “Do it.”
“They will not all like being summoned like this,” Animus said. “What shall I tell them?”
Brinley thought for a moment, trying to think of something impressive. Eventually she settled on the truth. “Tell them that we have a world to save, and three days in which to do it.” She hesitated. “And tell them that I have a plan.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Do you?”
She took the little silver summoning bell from her pocket and twirled it thoughtfully. An idea was forming in her mind. A crazy idea. If it worked, it would not be because of her alone, she would need everyone’s help. “Maybe…” she said. “Maybe when the fight arrives we can all be somewhere else.” She replaced the bell in her pocket and took a step towards the door. “I have to go speak with someone now. Gather the kings for me, Animus. Bring them to Ninebridge, and meet me at the Bridge to Nowhere.”



Epilogue
In which there is darkness
Hugo pushed himself up onto his hands and knees, rubbing them gingerly. They had been torn by the rough stone floor from his fall. How far had he fallen? It was hard to tell, but it had felt like several feet, and his legs were definitely going to bruise. He took his eyes from the rough gray floor and felt his stomach turn over. He had never liked heights much, or darkness, for that matter, but the space he was in had plenty of both.
The tiny gray platform he had landed on was one of many, sticking up out of the immense blackness like odd bubbles rising from a bottomless glass. Long, narrow staircases led up and down from each platform, long lengths of steeply angled steps, leading into darkness. The other platforms were empty. He couldn’t imagine what they were for, except perhaps for catching people when they fell in, but he didn’t think that happened very often.
Someone spoke his name, someone very far away, by the sounds of it. He crawled to the edge of the platform and peered into the darkness below him, straining to see the man he knew would be there. Shael. He was locked in here with a madman. Hugo wondered if he was really going to use him as bait to force the prison door open, or if he had simply been lured here to die. It didn’t matter. He didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. If he had it to do over, he would let Lignumis go every time.
“Hello?” Hugo called into the darkness. “Who’s there?” Stupid question. He knew the answer. Who else could it be?
Pain lanced against the inside of his head, forcing a moan from him.
We’re here! Molad cried in jubilation. We’re here at last!
Hugo bit his tongue, focusing on the pain, forcing that into the center of his attention, drawing the power of his mind away from Molad. It wouldn’t do to give up just yet. Maybe he would get lucky. Maybe this wouldn’t end as badly as it was promising to.
“Hugo.”
His name echoed out of the depths again, mixed with the sound of dripping water, as though there were a great tangle of pipes just out of sight somewhere in the darkness. Hugo forced himself to his feet, eyeing the stairs with reluctance. It had to be a great dark palace of floating stone balconies and rickety stairs with no rails, of course. A nice warm room with bars on the windows and a plushy armchair or two would have been too much to ask of a legendary magical prison box. Well, at least it was spacious.
“Hugo,” the voice floated up again.
“Yes,” Hugo mumbled. “I’m coming.”
He started down the stairs, hoping beyond hope that he might find something in the darkness below him other than the stuff of nightmares.



End of Book Two



Book Three
The Bridge to Nowhere
by Austin J. Bailey



Chapter One
In which there is evil on the wind
The Mage of Wind rose on the cold morning air, the edges of his cloak flapping against a gray sky. He peered into the deep ravine beneath him and exhaled softly, unwilling to disturb the place with the sound of his breath.
The Rift. A deep, impassable cleft that separated the mainland of Aberdeen from the evil forest known as the Wizard’s Ire. If there was a bottom to that canyon, only the lost souls who perished there had ever found it. He suspected there was no end to it, that it went down past dirt and rock into the void, where nothing could exist for long.
His skin prickled. He scanned the Rift from top to bottom, but it was black and empty as far as the eye could see. And yet…someone was watching him. He curled into a wisp of smoke and glided away, hoping to spy whoever it was when they moved to follow.
No one did.
He caught an updraft and allowed the wind to pull him in lazy circles while he hunted for a sign of his observer. Finding nothing, he let his body solidify, and he hurtled to the ground. The air caught him at the last moment, setting him down lightly on his feet, and he took off at a brisk pace. Even his sudden appearance did not lure the watcher out of hiding, but he could feel their eyes again. After a few minutes he gave up trying to lure the watcher out and twisted into the wind once more, determined to lose his pursuer if he could not reveal him. He shot skyward, speeding back toward the mountain city of Calderon.
The feeling followed him. He was still being watched. But who could follow him in the air? Who could track him at this speed? He passed a colony of gulls and wondered if his pursuer was among them. Hiding in plain sight, perhaps? That could explain it. A bird or a gnat—a bug clinging to his own coat—such things might follow him without his being aware. But that would mean a shape changer, and no shape changers with such skill had been heard of since the Janrax, that miserable fallen wizard that had been banished to the Wizard’s Ire all those years ago. It was doubtful that he was still alive, and even more doubtful that he still retained such powers since the gods had stripped them from him. But Animus could not think of who else might be chasing him.
He neared the mountain and sped toward the tall stone bridge at its base. He passed over it and emerged several hundred miles to the south, in Ninebridge, and felt the eyes on him again. He dropped out of the wind and turned just in time to see a small red-tailed hawk emerging from the mist. It glanced at him and dove out of sight behind the bridge. Animus leapt into the air again and raced up a different bridge. It took him to the Magisterium. That was good. Belterras was there. Perhaps the other mage would be able to shed some light on his problem, sense what creature was tracking him. At the very least it might be better to face this adversary with Belterras by his side than to do it alone.
He soared over the crowded city toward the high peaks and towers of the Magisterium, trusting that the hawk would follow him. Belterras would be in the highest tower, where the birds came to feed and rest and share what news they gathered in their travels. Apart from a convenient place to gather information, Belterras liked to take his young apprentice there for lessons when she was not busy with her duties as the Magemother’s Herald.
Animus landed lightly on the small stone balcony and a dozen birds rustled their feathers and turned in his direction. One of them, a bright blue swallow, turned into the Mage of Earth and tapped his apprentice on the shoulder to get her attention.
“Greetings,” Animus said hoarsely. “I apologize for disturbing your lesson.”
The other two must have sensed his distress, for Tabitha did not greet him in her usual jovial fashion, and Belterras said bluntly, “I thought you would be in Calderon. What’s wrong?”
Animus frowned. “I stopped by the Rift on my way, as you requested.”
Belterras settled onto a barrel of birdseed and folded his arms tensely. He had sensed strange activity among the animals there and asked Animus to investigate. “What did you find?” he said, voice low.
Animus described the encounter.
“A shape-shifter?” Belterras asked when he had finished. “And you think it was following you?”
“I know it was,” Animus said. “I thought it would follow me all the way here, but it seems to have given up for now.”
“Well, that is worrisome.”
“Why?” Tabitha said.
Animus’s lips twitched in a smile beneath his white beard. “I am not a particularly easy person to track when I want to go unnoticed. I have not known many who can find me when I don’t want to be seen, let alone chase me across the kingdom.”
Animus and Belterras exchanged a look, and Belterras said, “It could not be him, surely?”
“Who?” Tabitha said, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet.
Animus pursed his lips. “The idea of him operating again is disturbing, but not impossible. He could have survived these long years and recovered something of his power. Shael may have even aided him on that journey. If that is so, then it is likely that our greatest enemy has gained another faithful servant.”
“Who?” Tabitha demanded. “Who are you talking about?”
Belterras grimaced. “A frightening thought.” He glanced at Tabitha. “I think it best you return to the Magemother.” He hesitated, watching Animus. “Is it wise for her to leave after this new development?”
Animus considered him. “Who can say? Either way, her Herald should be with her.” He looked pointedly at Tabitha, and the girl threw her arms in the air in defeat.
“Fine!” she exclaimed. “Don’t tell me what’s going on, but you’ll have to tell Brinley, and she’ll have to tell me.” She crossed to the balcony and stepped off of it into the air. Her arms became sleek black wings as she spread them, flapping twice to lift her into the sky.
Belterras cleared his throat. “You think the Janrax has come back, Animus? You think he is after us? Come to weaken us before Shael’s armies invade?”
“That is what I think,” Animus confirmed. “Weaken us. Kill us if he can…that is what I would be doing if I were him.”
Belterras shivered at the thought. “If I remember correctly, he has a reputation for being coy. Cowardly, even. He might not attack us outright.”
“Perhaps not,” Animus said. “But he has other means of harm. Some of them are worse than a knife in the dark. Evil spirits do his bidding, or did once. He set them on his prey like dogs upon a fox. Hunting them. Weaseling his way into their heads, haunting them until their minds unraveled.”
Belterras picked up a small yellow bird from a rafter pensively. “Very unpleasant,” he said. “Very unpleasant indeed. We should take precautions.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Animus agreed. “We can hunt him together now, if you dare. I shall attempt to lure him away. I cannot sense him now, but unless I miss my guess, he is near, hiding, waiting for us to move. If he follows me, you can track him from behind. Perhaps together we can force him to reveal himself.”
“Very well,” Belterras said. “Go, then. I will follow shortly.” He looked quite pale, and Animus couldn’t help smiling fondly at him. Belterras was brave, but he had never been quite comfortable with fighting. He was rarely even caught in an argument, and would much rather make his enemies a nice meal and attempt to win them over than meet them on the field of battle.
“Thank you, my friend,” Animus said, and he was gone.
Animus was halfway back to Ninebridge when he realized that Belterras was not following. Before he could turn back, he heard Belterras’s voice enter his mind, high and panicked.
He is here, Animus!
He was back at the tower in a matter of moments, but he was still too late. Whoever had been there was gone, and Belterras was kneeling on the floor in the tower while birds spun and whirled around him in a confused cloud of feathers and squawks. Animus waved a hand and the birds were blown back to their roosts, ruffling their feathers in protest.
“Belterras,” Animus said, but the other mage did not respond. His eyes were shut tight, his hands still raised against an unseen foe, and he was muttering softly in some language of bird or beast that Animus did not understand.
Animus snapped his fingers before the other mage’s face, then reached out with his thoughts, shouting with his mind.
Belterras!
Belterras’s eyes snapped open, focused on Animus’s face for a moment, and then closed again, muttering all the while.
Animus took a step back and peered at the birds around him. Was the attacker still among them, watching even now? It seemed unlikely, but anything was possible.
“You,” he said, pointing to a particularly fast-looking swallow. “Go and fetch Tabitha. Be quick. This man deserves all the speed that you can summon.”
Whether the bird actually understood his words or just guessed his meaning, it sped out of the tower.
Animus reached out with his mind to call the Magemother then. She was the one that Belterras needed. If anyone could enter his mind and bring him to safety, it would be her. Strangely, he found their connection blocked, as if her mind had been hidden from him. Or perhaps it was he who had been hidden from her. But
what could this mean? Was it connected with the attack on Belterras? Was she in danger as well? He had to know. He reached into the pocket of his robes, withdrawing something that glinted in the morning light. Fortunately there were more ways than one to summon the Magemother.
Stepping to the edge of the room, he lifted a little silver bell into the air and rang it.
***
The Magemother paused at the top of the Bridge to Nowhere and dangled her foot over the edge. If she had been on one of the other eight magical bridges, she would be facing a gray curtain of mist which would transport her to another place when she walked through it, but the Bridge to Nowhere was broken: bricks knocked loose, jagged edges jutting out into space as if some giant in ages past had brought his hammer down upon it. She wondered what lay in wait for her in the world beyond.
As soon as she finished the thought, a figure appeared in the air before her—a man with the head of a snake. “Death,” he rasped, as if in answer, and then vanished as easily as if he had never been there at all.
She jumped back from the edge and swallowed a scream. It was the same snake-man who had appeared in her dreams the day before, but she was not dreaming now. Was this snake-man real or not? What was he doing outside of her dreams? Even setting that matter aside, she was about to do something that had, as far as she knew, never been done before. She was going to cross the Bridge to Nowhere. She was going to jump off it, really. She gulped and looked over the edge. According to Tobias, that was the way you crossed it. The danger of the drop, he claimed, functioned quite nicely to keep out trespassers.
From behind her, the Swelter Cat purred and wrapped his tail around her calf. “Are you ready yet, or have you just come to fret?”
“Did you follow me here?” she asked crossly, not at all surprised. “Yes, we’re going, but not until this afternoon after the meeting.”
The cat coughed impatiently, then sat down and preened a paw. She checked the sun’s position in the sky, making a point of ignoring him. The camp would be just starting breakfast now. She glanced at the field below. It stretched away from the houses and buildings of Ninebridge to the stone bridges that ringed the city, and today it was dotted with dozens of tents. Five kings had come at her summons. She had much to tell them, much for them to do if they were going to save Aberdeen from destruction.
Something in the abyss behind her made her turn—a hint of movement. “What was that?” she asked the Swelter Cat, but it was her turn to be ignored. She shifted uneasily, and her foot nudged a pebble off the edge. She counted as it fell: one, two, three, four, five, and then it was lost in the darkness. Her head spun as she realized how high up she was.
Suddenly her head felt as if it was being split open with the sound of Belterras screaming.
Animus! He is here!
She reached out for the Mage of Earth, connecting with his thoughts. He was panicked.
What is it, Belterras? she asked. Are you all right?
But Belterras drew away from her thoughts. That was odd. Why had she not been paying better attention to him? As Magemother it was her responsibility to look after the mages of Aberdeen—help them, serve them, protect them—but she was barely used to it yet. The power that let her join with their minds still felt unnatural to her, and she knew she didn’t use it as often as she should. She reached for it now, throwing her mind across the miles between them and searching for his. She found him, but before she could speak to him a mental barrier shot up between them. The force of it nearly knocked her off her feet. Eyes closed, she steadied herself against the side of the bridge.
She felt her way toward Belterras a second time, but the barrier blocked her. She tried to circumvent it, but it went on forever. Leaving him for a moment, she turned to the other mages. In an instant, she felt them all. Animus was racing to Belterras’s aid. Cassis and Unda were on the field below, preparing for the meeting. They seemed not to have heard Belterras’s cry. Chantra was in Maggie’s cottage in the woods near Cornith. Habis was there with her, trying to force a healing tonic down her throat (it tasted like liquid spinach). Brinley could feel it running down Chantra’s throat as if she were swallowing it herself. Hugo, she could not feel. She had expected that; he was locked in the Panthion, the magical prison box built to hold the evil wizard Shael.
She felt a painful tightening in her chest at the thought of him in there, at the fact that she was powerless to help. She winced, then pushed the thought aside, searching for the last mage. Where was Lignumis? She had not been able to feel him since he had come out of the Wizard’s Ire yesterday. She had tried once, when he was standing right in front of her, and still she could not touch his mind. She could sense his existence, his life, but she could not feel his location or touch his thoughts. Even now, when she knew he must be down on the field with the others, she could not find him—an effect, no doubt, of Lignumis’s long stay in the Ire. She could not think of what else it could be. One by one she reached for the mages again, reassuring herself that they were safe. Last of all she returned to Belterras. The wall was still there.
She felt a sudden rage growing in her, furious that something could block her from one of her mages, terrified that whatever it was might be her fault. She gathered her anger and her questions and bound them together with a steel intention, then flung her improvised mental spear at the wall with all the force that she could muster.
When she touched the wall, it expanded, shooting skyward and obscuring her inner vision. The edges flew across the corners of her mind until one by one the other mages were hidden from her view as well, and she was left alone.
She gasped and toppled forward to her hands and knees. Gone. Gone. They were all gone! No…that couldn’t be. With an effort, she stilled her mind. They were still there. They had to be. She just couldn’t feel them. She closed her eyes again and the wall was gone. At least, she could not see it. But neither could she feel the mages. What was happening to her?
Suddenly the air around her was rent by the sound of a bell. The bridge, the cat, and the sky spun away in a flash, and she found herself lying on the floor of a familiar tower full of birds.
Animus stood over her, reaching down to help her up.
“Magemother,” he said, lifting her to her feet. They were inside Tabitha’s old bird tower at the Magisterium, she realized in a daze. She put her hands to the side of her head to make the room stop spinning. She never got used to traveling by means of the summoning bell. As soon as she could see straight, she spotted the fallen mage.
“What happened to him?” she asked.
“Attacked,” Animus replied. “Something has gotten inside his head that should not be there.”
Brinley felt a chill run down her spine, remembering the snake-man that had troubled her own thoughts. He had appeared in her mind yesterday, and she had not felt quite right since. She shrugged the feeling aside. She needed to focus on Belterras. She put a hand on his head and bent closer to listen to the words that he was now only whispering. “What is he saying?” she asked.
“Some language of the birds, I think,” Animus said. “He has been muttering since I found him.”
She closed her eyes and let her mind drift toward his, but she quickly struck a wall. It felt different than it had before. Warm, now that she was near him, a living thing instead of the cold stones that had blocked her path from a distance.
“Yes,” Animus said, as if he had read her thoughts. “He is blocking everything out.”
“Animus,” Brinley said. “Is it just around him? I mean, can you still feel the other mages?”
Animus’s brows knitted together. “Can you not?”
There was a rustle of wings and cloth behind them, and Tabitha said breathlessly, “What happened?”
“He is all right as yet,” Animus said, holding up a hand for silence. “Only do not touch him. Not yet.” He turned back to Brinley. “I cannot reach him. Try again. I think that if anyone can get in, it will be you.”
Brinley closed her eyes and struck out toward the wall again. She pictured it clearly in her mind’s eye and imagined walking around it with one hand on the smooth, warm surface. She looked for a way in, but the wall seemed to rise up forever. She put her ear to it and discovered that it was soft to the touch and held the noises of Belterras’s own body: the steady thrum of a heartbeat, the rhythmic rush of air as he breathed in and out.
She continued to circle the wall. When she reached the opposite side she stopped dead. A man with the head of a jackal, dressed in black, was swinging a pick viciously, carving a deep gash into the side of Belterras’s mind-wall. He looked, from the neck down, not unlike her own snake-head ghost. He glanced up from his work in surprise as Brinley neared him. He turned to her as if to ask a question, but then stopped. A confident smile spread across his face and he resumed. Tiny pieces of Belterras’s mind fell from the end of his pick and bounced across the ground.
Brinley screamed and rushed at him, determined to stop him from harming Belterras, but he simply laughed and stepped out of reach. When he moved, something like a hammer formed itself out of the side of Belterras’s mind-wall and struck the jackal-headed man across the face. Then the wall rippled around the gash that he had made, filling it in. He cursed and spun back around, hacking at it again.
“Stop!” Brinley shouted, but the man ignored her. A hand clamped down on her shoulder from behind. She twisted and found herself face to face with the snake-head man. Brinley’s heart skipped a beat at the look in his eye: malevolent and cold, like he knew that in this moment he was in complete control of her. Even more terrifying was her realization that it was true. She couldn’t move. If she could only open her eyes, she thought, she might be able to break out of this dreamy thought realm, but even that was beyond her power.
A thin smile spread across the man’s face. It looked out of place beneath his dead, glassy eyes. “I will not permit you to help him,” he said.
“Why?”
He didn’t answer. Brinley searched her memories of their previous meeting. What had he said then? He had seemed less real then. Less dangerous. But now he had bound her. Something else was hurting Belterras. Was it her fault that Belterras was in danger?
“Who are you?” she asked.
“My name has been taken from me,” he said, with a bitter smile. “You know how it feels, don’t you? To have what is most dear to you ripped away?” He raised his hand and the walls that had surrounded her earlier came thundering down around her again, blocking off her view of Animus, of Belterras. His smile widened and pain shot across the inside of her skull. It felt like someone had driven a knife through her brain.
Moments later, Animus was picking her up off the floor again.
“There is a creature trying to break into his mind,” she said. “A man with the head of a jackal.” She stopped, wondering if she should tell him the whole truth. “And there is another like him, with the head of a snake. I think…”
“What?” Animus said. His face had gone white.
“I think I have let him into my mind. He’s sealing me off from the mages and…” She was going to say “he hurt me,” but it sounded foolish. “And I think it’s my fault,” she finished.
Animus inhaled sharply. “The Janrax,” he said. “It is him, then. And he has found you first.”
“The Janrax,” Tabitha whispered, looking pale.
Animus eyed her carefully and then continued to address Brinley. “Clever of him to attack you before revealing himself to me. How did it happen? When?”
Brinley shook her head. “It’s a long story. I didn’t know it was real. I thought he was just a dream. Who is he, Animus?”
Animus placed a hand on Belterras’s shoulders and pushed him slowly to the ground while Tabitha fetched a folded cloth from the corner and placed it under his head like a pillow. “Little is known about him. I was young when he was teaching magic to the first wizards.”
“He’s the one who broke the Bridge to Nowhere?” Tabitha asked. “Belsie mentioned him, I think.”
Animus nodded.
“He works for Shael now?” Tabitha asked. She was tugging on Animus’s sleeve. “You must get him out of Belsie, Animus. You must! Make him stop!”
Animus put a calming hand on her shoulder. “That is easier said than done. Have patience. There is hope for him yet.” He turned to Brinley again. “What did he say to you? What does he want?”
Brinley thought about it. It struck her as odd, suddenly, that the man with the snake’s head had not done more to hurt her. “I think he just wants to keep me from helping Belterras. He stopped me when I tried.” She hesitated. “The snake-head man in my mind looks like the jackal one that’s attacking Belterras. What are they?”
Animus’s expression darkened. “Evil,” he said hoarsely. “Of more than that I cannot be sure, but if I had to guess I would say that they are the spirits of wicked men—or wizards—who the Janrax has bound to himself. It would explain how I cannot sense their presence.”
Tabitha gasped. “Ghosts?” she said, placing a hand on Belterras’s arm protectively. “Is he going to be okay? Why does it want to get inside his mind?”
Animus placed a hand on her shoulder and pointed at a blanket, which she moved to retrieve. “A mind is a fragile thing,” he said, helping her spread the blanket over Belterras’s body. “It can be tipped, changed, even destroyed. Belterras serves much of this world and holds great power. Is it so hard to see why Shael would want to break him, or even just distract him?” He bent down again to tuck the blanket carefully around Belterras’s feet. “We need not fear for him yet. Belterras is old and wise. A mind like his will not be easily undone, though I daresay that if it was Shael’s aim to simply incapacitate Belterras, then he has succeeded. It will require all of his strength to fend off the attack.”
Brinley nodded. “He doesn’t want Belterras to be able to fight in the battle that is coming.” She glanced up at the ancient mage as he rose to his full height. “But Animus, you may be in danger too. He may be after all the mages.”
“I’m sure he is,” he said. “But that is not what worries me.”
“What is it?” Tabitha asked.
Animus steered them toward the little balcony. “What worries me most, Magemother,” he said, “is that your mind has already been penetrated. What worries me most is that you may be unable to save us. What worries me,” he said, glancing back at Belterras, “is that the mages of Aberdeen may all be engaged in a silent struggle for their own sanity when the battle for this world commences, and that you will be unable to help them.”
Brinley felt hot tears swell in her eyes. She felt powerless, and more than that, stupid for letting the man with the snake head into her mind. She should know by now that her dreams were often more than just dreams. “What now?”
“We have to find the head,” Tabitha said, surprising Brinley with the fierceness in her voice. “If you cut off the head of a snake, the body dies.” Tabitha turned back from the balcony and spread her arms wide to the birds. “Keep him safe for me,” she said in a commanding voice, and the birds leaped into the air and began to circle the mage on the ground. “Protect him until we return.” She turned back to Brinley, but then stopped short and said over her shoulder, “And feed him, please, if he gets hungry.” Then she looked at Brinley a little sheepishly. “It’s a good thing he likes birdseed.”
To their surprise, Animus let out a bark of laughter. “I think we should not leave him for the birds.” He snapped his fingers, and Belterras rose on a swirling bed of air to float beside them. “I will take him to Maggie’s cottage. Habis can look after him, since her other patient is improving.”
Brinley looked at the ancient mage with admiration. Of the seven mages of Aberdeen, he was the oldest, and the wisest, but it was his ability to remain calm in the face of a storm that had always impressed her the most.
“And then what?” Brinley asked. “What happens next?”
“We will go through with our plan,” Animus said softly. He gave her a sharp look. “The Janrax wants to disrupt us. We must not let him. We must meet with the kings, and then you must go to Inveress. In three days’ time you must release Shael from his prison or Hugo will die. That much has not changed. Those three days will be more dangerous for us now, that is all.”
“Will you come with us to Inveress?” Tabitha asked.
Animus considered them for a moment. “No. I will not go with you. My powers will likely not work there in any case, since Inveress lies beyond the borders of this world. As such I would only be a burden on your journey. No. I will be of more use assisting King Remy in his preparations on this side. I will see to Belterras.”
Tabitha looked longingly at Belterras for a moment, and Brinley realized that she was probably torn. As his apprentice, her place was with him, but as the Magemother’s Herald, her place was at Brinley’s side. Finally, Tabitha changed into a swan and allowed Brinley to climb onto her soft black back.
“Go now,” Animus whispered. “Tell the others what has befallen Belterras, but keep it quiet. We do not want to cause alarm just yet. I will see you at the meeting.”
Brinley nodded, and she and Tabitha slipped out of the tower and into the night.
***
At midday, a red-tailed hawk caught a rising draft of warm air as he soared above the city of Ninebridge. He banked over the circle of magical bridges that surrounded the town, counting each of them as he passed and naming their destinations to himself idly. The first bridge led to the Magisterium, where once, long ago, he had trained the first wizards—including the man whose bidding he now did. Bridges two, three, and four led to cities in Chair and the Greggan States that held few memories for him. He caught a different draft of air, then pitched out of it sideways and began again. The sixth bridge led to the Wizard’s Ire, where he had been a prisoner for the last hundred years. It was guarded heavily—the only one of the nine that was—but that didn’t matter to him. He would never go back that way. The seventh bridge led to the dwarf kingdom of Hedgemon, and the eighth to Aquilar.
The ninth bridge was broken.
He had broken it. Once, in his youth, it had led to heaven—the realm of the gods themselves—but no longer. He smiled at that. Now they called it the Bridge to Nowhere, and this morning he had learned something that surprised him. He could not remember the last time something had truly surprised him. Perhaps when the gods had taken his name and his power, but if he was honest with himself, he had seen that one coming. After all, he had broken their bridge, cut off their connection with this world, and by so doing plunged Aberdeen into a period of darkness. Today he had learned that the Bridge to Nowhere actually led somewhere: the fabled land of Inveress where Cyus, the banished god, was said to live. Soon, very soon, he would take that path.
He leveled out at the base of the fifth bridge and banked upward, following its steep incline. At the top, he flew through the gray curtain of mist and reappeared hundreds of miles away on the other half of the bridge, in the shadow of the mountain city of Calderon.
Calderon lay at the edge of the Rift, a cavernous divide that separated Aberdeen from the Wizard’s Ire. It was impassable—so deep that the fabric of the void billowed out of it like a black, vacuous wind. The entire canyon howled like a great beast and inhaled dragons and dragonflies with equal ease. Between its bleak and empty appearance, the disquieting sound, and the promise that anyone who fell inside would never return, the Rift made a convenient haunt for those who wished to remain unnoticed. Even Animus had not thought to check inside the Rift itself; otherwise he might have found the hidden path that had been carved into the cliff face, and the series of natural caves to which it led. The caves were filling every day with whatever unspeakable creatures March gathered from the more unsavory corners of the land to support her father’s troops in the coming battle.
He saw the witch’s head peek slowly over the edge as she climbed out of the Rift and, leaving his hawk form behind, took his own shape beside her: a thin, wiry corpse of a man with tired, pitlike eyes and skin the color of night.
“Good,” March said, “you have come.” She turned to walk along the edge and motioned for him to follow. “What news? Which mages have you begun to haunt?”
“Belterras,” he replied, “and the Magemother herself. Belterras is resisting me, but he is incapacitated. He will be of no use in battle.” He grinned malevolently. “The Magemother is completely under my control. Her power comes and goes as it pleases me.”
March clapped her hands with enthusiasm. “Excellent,” she said. “But what of Animus? You followed him from this spot this morning. What happened?”
He shrugged. “The Wind Mage eluded me. He is not as impulsive as the others, but I will have him in time.”
“Fool!” she spat. “His guard is up now. I expected better results from the Janrax.”
He frowned. That was what they called him now. Few remembered his true name. He himself was unable to recall it, or hear it if it was spoken. The gods had taken even that from him.
“Do they suspect you?” March asked.
“Perhaps. Animus suspects everyone, and Unda has had his eye on me since my appearance. I have not fooled him as well as the others, but he is unsure of what it is he senses. As long as I tread carefully, I think I will be able to maintain my disguise.”
“Good, good,” March said, rubbing her hands together. “What of the meeting this morning? The news is everywhere. All the kings have gathered together on the plain.”
“Yes,” the Janrax said. “The Magemother summoned the five kings and shared her plans for the next three days.”
“Two and a half,” March corrected. “Two and a half days until my father is released! Are they terrified?”
“Some of them,” the Janrax said. “Others do not believe it. They do not see how he could have survived in the Panthion for so long. Others tried to convince the Magemother not to let him out. They wanted her to let the Mage of Light and Darkness die rather than release Shael from prison.”
“What did she say?” March asked.
The Janrax smiled grimly. “She will save her mage, no matter the cost. She does not have the stomach for killing her friends. She has convinced herself that Aberdeen will be able to withstand your father, should he escape.”
March threw back her head and laughed. “Foolish child! He will escape. Aberdeen will fall, just as we have planned! Shael has foreseen her actions perfectly.”
“There is one thing he did not foresee,” the Janrax said.
March stopped walking. “What?” she demanded.
“The Magemother has found the land of Inveress.”
“The land of…What are you talking about?”
“Inveress,” the Janrax repeated. “The fabled world beneath our own, where all our actions are recorded by the exiled god and his magical cat—”
“I know the tale!” March spat. “What do you mean she has found it?”
“She has found a way to get there,” the Janrax clarified. “The king’s pet servant, Archibald, went looking for the Magemother’s lost father and came back with the Swelter Cat, who says that he can lead her to Inveress. She is leaving this evening.”
March massaged her left temple with two fingers. “Why would she want to go there? Information? Cyus sees all, I suppose, so he could tell her anything…about our plans, about everything. How to defeat Shael, perhaps?”
“Her father is there,” the Janrax said. “She is going to collect him. She refused to reveal the rest of her plan in the meeting, though I expect that Animus knows.”
March glared at the Janrax for a moment, as if this turn of events were his fault. “I thought that Inveress was impossible to reach. In the midst of the void. How will she get there?”
“By taking the Bridge to Nowhere.”
March grew still. “Ah,” she said, her voice like ice. “So we have you to thank for this mess. You and your stunt, all those years ago.” She held up a finger. “You should not have antagonized the gods so blatantly.”
The Janrax sniffed. “The destruction of that bridge was the beginning of a new era. One in which the gods meddled less and less with our world. Do not lecture me. I have paid dearly so that you can enjoy the life you do. Do you think that the gods would allow you and your father to torment Aberdeen if they still shared this world?”
She waved his words away. “Do not lecture me, Maazan Dow.”
He saw her lips move as she spoke his name, but he heard nothing. His heart ached in the face of that silence as though she had struck a blow to some forgotten corner of his soul. “How dare you?” he whispered.
Her face twisted in a wry grin. “If you want your name back, you will serve my father, and serve him without complaint. Don’t make me remind you again. Now, what is your next step?”
The Janrax bit off a retort. She would have to pay later. For now, he had to do as she said. “I will accompany the Magemother to Inveress. She will want to bring me along on the journey once she finds out that there is something wrong with my powers.”
“Your powers?” March asked.
“Lignumis’s powers,” he replied. “The Mage of Wood, whose shape I have stolen, had his powers taken from him, in case you have forgotten. She seeks to restore them to him, as is the natural order of things.”
“But you cannot receive them,” she said. “You are not a mage.” She frowned at the predicament. “You cannot fake the reception of powers.”
The Janrax smiled. “The Magemother has a simple mind. A…caring disposition. She will see me as wounded. Troubled from my long, hard life hiding from Shael in the Wizard’s Ire.”
A grin slowly crossed March’s face. “Will that work?”
The Janrax nodded. “She will pity me long before she suspects me. She will want to keep me close.” He sneered. “Nurse me back to health.”
March cleared her throat. “So be it. Did you learn anything else at your meeting?”
He nodded. “Whatever the Magemother’s plan, it involves gathering the people of Aberdeen into the city of Ninebridge. Messengers have already gone out to the major settlements.”
March looked thoughtful at this news. “What purpose can this serve? Does she mean to ambush Shael? Make one last stand against his armies?”
He shrugged. “I only know that she gave instructions for everyone to go to Ninebridge.”
March pursed her lips in thought. “She must be trying to hide them,” she said. “Protect the people of Aberdeen from our invasion. She means to march the whole world off the end of that bridge and hide them in Inveress. Ha! Let her do it. Let her think that they are safe.”
“Hmm,” the Janrax said. “That seems unlikely. There is no way out of Inveress. You can take the bridge in, but I doubt it works both ways.”
“Agh,” March said. “Details. Go with her, then. Learn her plan and stop her if you can. It would be better if she did not reach Cyus. Perhaps you can cripple another mage or two along the way. We cannot risk facing them in the battle that is coming. They must not be united against our armies when Shael is released.”
“They will not be,” the Janrax said. “I will see to that.” He glanced up at the sun, gauging the time. “I must be off. It is nearly time for my audience with the Magemother.”
“Good, good,” March said, nodding to herself. “Ah! Look!” She pointed to the sky. “I was hoping he would come.”
“A dragon,” the Janrax murmured, catching sight of red wings through a break in the clouds. “You called him here?”
“Kuzo,” March said. “No, I did not call him. I guessed that he would come. He wants revenge. He will try to cross the Rift into the Wizard’s Ire.”
“But that is impossible.” The Janrax sneered. “No one can cross it. Not even Shael could cross it. Not even I could cross it, in my prime.”
“He did, once…” March whispered. “In his prime…” She watched Kuzo hungrily as he soared toward the Rift. He barreled into the darkness, only to reemerge a moment later. He flew out a little ways and turned back, picking up speed to try again, but this time he was back even more quickly. He roared at the bellowing canyon wind and began to circle restlessly.
“He is old now,” March said. “Not as mighty as he once was. Still, he is strong…”
“You mean to recruit him?” the Janrax guessed.
“Yes,” she said. “It will be easier now that Belterras is out of the way. He would have been keeping a close eye on the dragon before. Now the way is clear.”
“A dragon could help in the battle,” the Janrax observed.
“A dragon could help before the battle,” March said. “I do not intend to let the King of Aberdeen live to fight this war. You will stop the mages, I will kill the king, and before three days are gone my father will be free of his prison. The world will be ours once more.”



Chapter Two
In which Cannon does something quite brave
Brinley sat alone in a tall canvas tent at the foot of the Bridge to Nowhere, eyeing it thoughtfully through a slit in the fabric door-hanging. The bridge lay on the outskirts of town, rising out of the green plain like an invitation. If everything went right, it would lead her to her father and a means of protecting the people of Aberdeen…if everything went right. Her main source of information about Inveress was Tobias, a fairy-tale cat that served an outcast god and had been cursed to forever speak in rhyme. Not the source she would have picked, and he was often less than helpful. Was she a fool, then, to believe his words and risk so much on this journey?
She dismissed the thought. Animus agreed with her plan. She started to reach out to the mage with her mind. He had missed the meeting earlier to deliver Belterras to Maggie’s cottage. Now he was combing the countryside for the Janrax—hunting, as he called it—on his way back to Calderon. There, he would assist in the evacuation of the city. She wanted to speak to him, ask him for his reassurance, but she stopped herself. After briefing the mages about the attack on Belterras, Animus had told them to refrain from contacting each other with their minds until the Janrax had been caught. Brinley wondered how much of that was because of her. Her mind had been infiltrated. She was a part of the problem. She smoothed her shirt, feeling dirty.
Tabitha parted the hanging and stuck her head in, tangled brown braids dangling beside her face. “He’s here,” she said.
Brinley stood. “Send him in.”
Lignumis entered. He was a young man, barely old enough to grow a beard. His kind expression failed to cover an otherwise ragged appearance. The more time he spent with his fellow mages since his return, the more withdrawn he became. Today he seemed downright hesitant in her presence. On the previous day, when she had tried to restore his power in a more public setting, he had asked her to wait, to give him time, but now she could wait no longer. She needed the mages to be strong, ready to fight in the battle that was sure to come when she opened the Panthion.
Almost without thinking, she reached out to brush his mind. She was curious to discover the cause of his unease. Once again, there was nothing there. It was as if he did not exist. She straightened uneasily. Was this another blockade? Another wall put up by the Janrax? It didn’t feel like it, but the effect was the same.
The mind link that she shared with the mages was the most basic and essential power of the Magemother. What would happen if she could not evict the Janrax from her mind? What other changes had he made in her? A sudden thought startled her: What if she were unable to give Lignumis his power back at all? Her mother had told her that restoring the lost mage’s power was essential. What would happen if she failed? For one thing, she would be unable to heal her mother.
She cringed, thinking of the naptrap. Her mother was frozen in time, sealed away in a magical vial to preserve her until all of the mages could be gathered together to heal her. Now the naptrap was lost. Hugo had it, she guessed. Molad, in control of Hugo’s body, had stolen it from her and then disappeared into the Panthion. She had not seen it since. The thought of her mother being locked inside the Panthion with Shael was torture. She prayed that he would not discover that she was there.
“Please, sit,” she said, forcing herself back to the moment.
“Thank you for agreeing to do this in private, Magemother,” Lignumis said, taking the chair in the center of the room. “I know that it was not convenient.”
“It’s no trouble,” Brinley assured him. “I should not have asked you so quickly before. Are you ready now?”
“I think so,” Lignumis said. “I’m just…worried. I still don’t feel quite like myself, to be honest. I think I lost something, some part of me, when I was hiding all that time in the Ire.”
Brinley nodded. “It must have been terrible, spending so much time in Shael’s own land, with all that evil around you. It would have surprised me if you were entirely unscathed.”
He nodded and sat in the chair. She placed her hands on his head and said firmly, “Lignumis, by the power vested in me as the Magemother of Aberdeen, I give you dominion over the living flora of Aberdeen—all plants, great and small—weed to reed, thistle to pine, rose to redwood. Receive now your stewardship, and serve your kingdom well.”
Brinley closed her eyes, waiting for the feeling that she knew would come, but it did not. When Lignumis’s power had been taken away from him and placed on her own shoulders, it had been like a sudden weight. Now the other mages helped her carry it, but it should have passed from her to him the moment the words were out of her mouth, as it had for Unda and Chantra. She frowned and said the words again, but nothing happened.
Lignumis put his head in his hands. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s all my fault. I knew this would happen! There’s something wrong with me, Magemother. I knew it. I’m…broken.”
“Lignumis!” Brinley exclaimed, throwing her arms around him. “You are not broken. Don’t say such things! We’ll get through this together. I’m sure that everything will be all right.”
“But I need my power back,” Lignumis protested. “I am going to need it if I’m going to help fight in the battle. We only have two more days!”
“Two and a half,” Brinley corrected gently. “And that will be more than we need. I’m sure things aren’t as bad as they seem.”
But as she spoke, her mind was racing. What was wrong? Was it him, or her? Had her problem spread this far? How was she going to find time to figure this out when she was leaving for Inveress? Unless…“Lignumis,” she said, “come with me to Inveress.”
“Inveress?” he said.
Tabitha’s head popped through the tent door. “You should come, Lignumis. We would love to have you along.”
“I would love to have you along,” Brinley corrected.
Tabitha folded her arms crossly.
“Anyway,” Brinley grumbled, turning her attention back to Lignumis. “I would like you to come. We can figure this out together, but only if we are together.”
“Very well,” he said. “When should I meet you?”
“Sundown,” Brinley said. “Meet us at the top of the bridge.”
He nodded in defeat, and Brinley placed an encouraging hand on his back as he shuffled out of the tent. As he neared the entrance, the Mage of Water stepped through. For a moment, they stood, face to face. Then Unda said, “Sorry to disturb you, Magemother. I didn’t realize you were with someone.” His eyes lingered strangely over Lignumis as he backed out of the tent.
“No matter,” Brinley said, waving him in. “Lignumis was just leaving, as my Herald might have told you, if she noticed you arriving.” She aimed this last part at Tabitha, who still had her head sticking into the tent. Tabitha threw her hands up in resignation and withdrew.
Unda held the door-hanging open for Lignumis and stared at him silently until he was gone, then turned back to Brinley. “I was wondering if you could tell me where Animus is. There is an urgent matter that I need to speak to him about, and since we’re not allowed to communicate in the usual manner…”
“I see,” Brinley said. She closed her eyes for a moment. “Animus is in the forest of Gan-Gara. He is taking the long way to Calderon, hunting as he goes.”
Unda’s face fell. He studied Brinley for a moment, weighing something in his mind. “I had hoped to speak to him before you departed. There is something…on my mind.”
“Maybe I can help,” Brinley said. “What is it?”
“Probably nothing,” Unda said. He considered her thoughtfully a moment. “May I ask what you and Lignumis were discussing?”
Brinley cocked her head. “I have decided to take him with me to Inveress.”
Unda nodded as if he had expected this. “In that case, I would like to come along as well,” he said.
Brinley frowned. “You have important things to be doing here, Unda. Animus is going to need your help with the preparations. If I could, I would leave all of the mages here. As it is, Lignumis needs my attention.”
“Does he?” Unda said, raising an eyebrow. “Well, so do I.”
“You do?”
“Yes.” Unda scratched his chin. “There’s something wrong with me, I think. I’m feeling…rebellious. You see, I’m coming with you whether you like it or not.”
“You see?” Tabitha said, bursting into the tent again. “Now Unda wants to come. And I’ll bet you let him, too, even though you won’t let me!”
“You’re not going?” Unda asked Tabitha.
“No,” Tabitha shrilled, turning her back to Brinley. “She won’t let me. She has other things for me to do. Less important things.” She shot a dark look over her shoulder.
“I see,” Unda said. “All the more reason for me to come along. You can’t have too many people along on these sorts of trips, especially if there might be danger.”
Brinley squinted at him. From what she had gleaned about him thus far, the Mage of Water was a careful person. She sensed that when he made up his mind about something it would be difficult to change.
“Fine,” she said. “You can come.”
“Good,” Unda said. “I will meet you on the bridge.” And with that, he left them.
Tabitha cleared her throat when he was gone. “I’m glad to see that you’ve finally decided to be reasonable and let me come along,” she said.
“No,” Brinley replied automatically.
“Aha!” Tabitha exclaimed, leveling a finger at her. “So you admit that you’re not being reasonable!”
“I need you here. I need your help with my plan, remember?”
Tabitha winked at her. “Your secret plan?” she said slyly. “Your secret plan that no one knows about but me and Animus?”
“Yes,” Brinley said. “Plus, Animus might need your help. It won’t be easy to gather every person in Aberdeen to this city in two days.”
Tabitha seemed to think about this for a moment. Finally she said, “But I am the Magemother’s Herald, Brinley. That means that I should always go with the Magemother.”
“No,” Brinley said patiently, “it means that you should always do what the Magemother asks.”
Tabitha stared at her blankly. “That’s ridiculous,” she said dismissively. “I’m coming. If Lignumis and Unda get to go, I get to go. Plus, what if you get into trouble?”
Brinley laughed. “Why is everyone so worried? The only person in Inveress is Cyus, and he’s not going to harm me. He sent for me! My father is there too, I guess. You don’t think my father will pose a threat, do you?” She put her hands to her face in mock fright.
Tabitha folded her arms stubbornly. “You don’t know what you’ll find there, Brinley, and that’s a fact.”
Brinley gave her a shrewd look. “You’ve been obsessed with Inveress since you were a child. I think that’s why you really want to go.”
Tabitha grabbed both of Brinley’s arms, and her eyes opened so wide that Brinley thought she looked quite insane. “YESSS!” she groaned desperately. “You know what Inveress means to me! You have to take me. I’ll lose my mind if you don’t.”
“It’s a bit late for that, don’t you think?”
The two girls spun around at the new voice to see Cannon grinning at them from the doorway.
“Tabitha’s not insane yet, Cannon,” Brinley said matter-of-factly. “But she will be this evening when she stays here.”
“Well, looks like your next appointment is here, Magemother. I’ll be waiting outside,” Tabitha huffed, storming out of the tent. She spun around as she left and tried to slam the hanging shut, but it just waved back and forth, making her grumpy face flick in and out of view. A second later she stuck her head in again and pointed to Cannon. “He had better not be going too!”
Cannon looked amused. “I sense that I have interrupted something,” he said. “Shall I come back later?”
“No, no,” Brinley said. “Tabitha’s just angry with me, because SHE’S NOT COMING WITH ME TO INVERESS.”
“YES I AM!”
“Anyway,” Brinley said, sitting down and folding her hands in her lap, “thank you for coming. Do you know why I asked you here?”
“Not a clue,” Cannon said, draping himself casually across a floor cushion.
Brinley pursed her lips. “I see. Cannon, you know that I have the Panthion in my possession.”
“Of course,” he said, straightening up.
“Do you know where I keep it?”
He gave her a hurt look. “Well, I trust you keep it hidden somewhere safe…”
“And you know that Hugo is locked inside of it with Shael,” Brinley continued.
Cannon’s face fell. His voice lost its luster. “I do.”
Brinley cocked her head. “And how do you feel about that?”
Cannon’s serious look vanished, replaced by nonchalance. He shrugged. “He just can’t stay out of trouble, that one…”
“Cannon!” Brinley exclaimed. “You know very well that Animus has been keeping the Panthion for me. I know that you know, because he has caught you trying to get inside it. Twice!”
Cannon’s face flushed. “Well,” he stammered, “I promised Hugo that I’d do everything I could to help him. He’s in there, all alone, you know, and I just thought he could use a friend…” He trailed off awkwardly, then set his jaw, determined not to be embarrassed.
Brinley relaxed. “I was thinking the very same thing,” she said. She leaned over and drew a black box from behind her chair. The Panthion. It was about the size of a shoebox. The smooth black sides looked like stone, but were much stronger and lighter. It was mage steel, forged by the previous Mage of Metal. She shivered when she touched it; it was cold to the touch, and altogether lighter than it looked.
“You…what?” Cannon mumbled, staring at it.
“I was thinking the same thing,” Brinley repeated. “Cannon, I’m the Magemother.” She tapped the lid of the box. “The first thing that I wanted to do when I found out that Hugo was trapped in here was to go in after him.”
“Well,” Cannon said, looking up at her, “that wouldn’t do much good.”
“It would be like locking the key inside the safe,” Brinley agreed, “since I’m the only one who can let people out.”
Cannon cleared his throat tentatively. “But I could go in…”
Brinley nodded. “Yes.”
“I want to go in,” he said, looking slightly surprised at himself.
Brinley reached out and squeezed his hand. “Thank you for that, Cannon.” she said. “You are a true friend to him, and to me.”
“You’ll let me?” Cannon said. “Animus is okay with it?”
From outside the tent, Tabitha snorted. “He said you’d end up doing whatever you want, no matter what his opinion is.”
“Tabitha!” Brinley snapped.
Cannon waved a hand. “It’s okay,” he said. “He’s right.”
Brinley nodded and set the box on the table beside her before reaching into her pocket. She pressed a smooth black stone into his hand. “Take this to him,” she said. “It’s something I gave him before. He left it by accident, or Molad threw it away, I don’t know which. It may help him.”
“What is it?”
“Just a stone,” she said. “Cassis taught me how to put things inside stones. Memories, feelings. When I gave it to him, it was filled with peace.”
“And now?” Cannon asked. “What did you put inside it now?”
Brinley glanced down at the stone. “Myself,” she said. “I put myself inside it.”
Cannon nodded. “That’s exactly what he’ll need.”
Brinley blushed. “I hope so,” she said. “Sometimes children go places their mothers cannot follow. The important thing is that they bring some part of us with them, to help them find their way back…”
“Right,” Cannon said. “I’ll make sure he gets it.” He cupped his fist around it firmly.
Brinley threw her arms around him. “Thank you, Cannon.”
“Are you crying?” Cannon said. “That doesn’t inspire much confidence…I’m not going to die in there. I’ll break him out, you’ll see.”
“I know you will,” Brinley said, wiping a stray tear from her cheek. She moved to the other side of the table and tapped the lid of the Panthion. Tabitha snuck under the curtain to watch.
Cannon reached for the lid and then snatched his hand back. “I’m not going to accidentally let Shael out, right?”
Brinley shook her head. “It is only an entrance. The lid only reveals an entrance to those who open it.”
“Except for you,” Cannon surmised. “If you lift the lid, it really opens up, right? So I should open it now, since if you did, Shael would pop out and…that would be bad.”
Brinley gave him a weak smile. “Right. That would be bad.”
Cannon took a deep breath and opened the lid. He peeked in tentatively. “Huh,” he said, reaching his hand inside. “It just looks like an empty bo—”
Before he could finish the sentence, he vanished. There was no flash, no peal of thunder or puff of smoke. He was simply gone.
The Panthion sat on the table, open and menacing, and Brinley resisted the urge to look inside. She thought that it would be safe for her to close it, but the idea of even touching it while it was open made her feel uneasy. What if she accidentally released what was inside?
Tabitha held up a hand and stepped forward. She brushed one finger delicately along the back of the lid and pushed. It snapped shut with the finality of a coffin.
Tabitha sighed. “I wish you hadn’t done that,” she said. “First Hugo, now Cannon.”
Brinley looked hurt. “It’s not my fault,” she said defensively.
“Maybe not,” Tabitha agreed. “Still,” she sighed, “I liked it better when there were boys around here. Now it’s just us.”
Brinley tried to smile, but her eyes fell on the Panthion and her face fell. “They’ll be back,” she forced out.
“You really think so?”
Brinley turned to her friend suddenly and squeezed her hand. “Yes,” she said fiercely. “I really do.”



Chapter Three
In which the boys concoct a not-so-brilliant plan
The slap of soft leather on iron echoed through the cavernous gray chamber as Hugo descended what seemed like an endless spiral staircase. There was nothing but charcoal darkness all around; the sound of his boots echoed and the faint tap of dripping water sounded somewhere in the distance. The bottom of the staircase—if there was one—was shrouded in mist. Above him, darkness stretched for what seemed like miles beyond the small gray platform on which he had landed after falling into the Panthion.
The Panthion. A prison box built by the mages to hold their greatest enemy. Now it was Hugo’s prison too. What had possessed him to come in here? It had seemed like a good idea at the time. Necessary. Heroic, even. Now it seemed poignantly stupid. There was no doubt in his mind as to what lay ahead. The only other inhabitant of this prison (as far as he knew) was Shael. Days ago, he would have done anything to avoid a confrontation with Shael. Now he found himself marching straight toward one.
On the bright side, what had seemed like a very small box from without was proving to be immense. Maybe he could avoid a face-to-face meeting for longer than he thought—if he could keep the dark force in his mind from taking control of him, that is. Molad, as Hugo had named him, was his dark side. Hugo the light, Molad the dark. Together, they were the Mage of Light and Darkness. It had seemed like a dream come true when Brinley had made him a mage. Now, with his mind divided between two personalities and his soul hanging in the balance, his new calling wasn’t as much fun as he had anticipated. What with the fate of the world hanging over his head all the time, he’d had very little time to relax since taking on this new role. If he failed to bring the two sides of himself under control, the balance of light and dark in the whole world would be broken. Shael would reign, Hugo’s friends would die, and evil would prevail.
No pressure.
Hugo’s boot struck soft earth and he stumbled. He had been stepping through the fog for so long that he had almost forgotten that the staircase would have to end eventually. He bent, reached through the fog at his feet, and felt around to make sure that it was really the ground he was standing on. It seemed to be, and yet there was another staircase to his right, leading farther down. He attempted to search the darkness with his mind, but it seemed oddly out of reach. No doubt the Panthion was interfering with his powers somehow. He had half expected that. He made a greater effort and found that he could just touch the faint fabric of light that ran through everything. He thought about moving through it, seeing where it took him, and Molad lurched inside his mind, trying to seize control.
Hugo held his breath, trying to regain focus. It was always easier to gain control over Molad when he was focused. He closed his eyes and heard the faint dripping sound again.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
He focused on it until he could hear nothing else, think of nothing else, and his mind was his own again. Lesson learned: he was not going to be able to use his powers inside the Panthion. Not that that was a big surprise. He had expected that it would be difficult to keep Molad in check in such close proximity to Shael.
He struck out on a path toward the fog bank before him and discovered that it was actually a little hill. The ground rose before him and he followed it up, and when he reached the top he saw a wide, dimly lit valley with a river running through it. A walled city filled the center of the valley. Thatched-roof homes sprawled across it in random patches, interspersed with ramshackle buildings and tiny, winding streets. In the middle of it all, an imposing fortress towered above the rest, with spiny towers, thick battlements, and sharply slanted slate roofs overlooking the city on one side and the river on the other. The fortress was so tall that its great black spires seemed to meld with the sky.
The vaulted lid of the Panthion was unlike any other sky. It was a vast, intricate canvas of wheels and cogs, gears and levers—a cosmic mechanism. Hugo realized that he was looking at the underside of the lock that was keeping him a prisoner.
He glanced back at the tower that connected ground to sky, and decided that if there was a way out, that would surely be it. He wished that it were not nestled in the very heart of Shael’s defenses.
The creature in his mind twitched again. Yes, Molad said triumphantly. Yes! Go down. We are here at last!
“Quiet, Molad,” Hugo muttered aloud, kneading his temple in a circular motion. He leaned against a nearby tree to rest. The tree was black and looked dead, with one branch deader than the rest. After a moment, he turned his back to the city and walked down the bank in the direction that he had come, toward the staircases.
Wait! Molad said, throwing his weight against Hugo’s mind and struggling to take control of their body again. Where are you taking us? We’re so close!
“Exactly,” Hugo said. He stumbled and wrenched the mental reins back from his darker half. “Too close. You can’t expect me to walk willingly into death.”
Molad muttered and retreated. He was biding his time, Hugo knew, for a moment when Hugo was less prepared to oppose his will. It had happened too many times now, Molad taking over. Hugo was sick and tired of reemerging out of the silent prison in his mind to discover that his dark side had done something wretched.
He took the next staircase down and found that it was at least as long as the last, with rickety iron steps appearing out of the fog at the same moment that his feet found them. He should have been underground by now, so why the fog? A breeze brushed his hair and parted the mist, briefly revealing the emptiness that engulfed him. There was a slab of ground beneath him, arcing away from the staircase, but there was another staircase beside this one, leading even farther down. What was this place?
Magic, obviously. He shook his head, trying and failing to make sense of it. There was a tree here too, remarkably like the one he had seen before. No, exactly like the one before. It had the same dead branch. He tore his gaze from it and ran back in a panic. It was an absurd idea. He looked up at the spiral staircase he had descended and down to the untouched set to the right. He had come down, hadn’t he? The ground he was on last time should be up there, but here it was again. He shook his head and took the new set of stairs down.
When he reached the ground at the bottom he didn’t bother looking, he just started down the next staircase. He did this twice more, and then finally struck out over the now familiar rise of earth to look over the city again. The same black tree stood beside him, the same dead branch.
“Curses,” Hugo muttered.
Ha! Molad chortled jubilantly. You see? Our fate cannot be avoided. I don’t even need to force us there. There is nowhere else to go!
We can stay right here, Hugo thought back, folding his arms stubbornly and leaning against the tree. We can stay right here and let him come out and hunt us down if he wants. I refuse to walk right into his arms. His hand dropped to the empty scabbard at his side and he wished bitterly for his sword. No doubt it would be worthless against Shael, but he felt naked wandering around in enemy territory unarmed.
He slid to the ground. His stomach rumbled. How long had it been since he had eaten? Probably a day, at least. He wondered if he stayed here, whether he would starve to death before someone came to break him out of the Panthion.
Get up, Molad said restlessly. You can’t just wait around for someone to save your skin.
Hugo sighed. Molad was right, of course. There was no use trying to avoid it. His time had come. He just wished that he was better prepared. How was he going to keep Molad in check when he was face to face with Shael? Molad and Shael would be happy companions in bringing darkness to the world of Aberdeen, and all that stood between their union was Hugo’s strength of will.
“Fine,” Hugo said. “We’ll go. We have to eat, anyway. But we’re not going like this. I don’t want you getting too excited.”
What are you talking about? Molad said.
“You’ll see,” Hugo said. Or rather, you won’t see, he thought, chuckling to himself. He threw his weight against the dead branch and then pulled back; it broke off in his hands.
What are you doing? Molad asked, but Hugo ignored him. He removed a handkerchief from his jacket pocket, folded it in half diagonally, then rolled it up and tied it around his head, covering his eyes.
You think this is going to protect you from me? Molad said. The darkness in this place will lend me power whether I see it or not.
“Maybe so,” Hugo said, but he did not remove the blindfold. He was determined to test whether removing certain stimuli from Molad’s experience made him less powerful. It would also help Hugo remember that he had to stay in control. So far, distractions had helped Molad to take control. Maybe this would help Hugo focus. Bending down, he felt around for the branch that he had broken and then straightened up and began to make his way slowly down the sloping hill, moving the stick along the ground before him to check for uneven surfaces. It was much more difficult than he had anticipated, and he tripped over a rock within a few steps, tumbling down the hill before he caught himself.
“Oof!”
Molad laughed. I may not win after all, he said. At this rate, you may stumble down some farmer’s well and kill us both.


Or just you, Hugo said darkly. If I’m lucky.
***
An hour and a half after Hugo tied the handkerchief around his head, he had, with a great deal of luck, made it to the gates of the city unharmed. There had been one frightening moment when he had stumbled over what felt (and sounded) like a sheep, and after that, what must have been a geriatric shepherd chased him for a while, but since this had caused him to stumble onto what later turned out to be the main road, he couldn’t complain.
“He’s a bit young to be blind,” a rough voice grunted from somewhere up ahead.
“Ah, he’s not blind,” another voice said. “Leastways he hasn’t been for long, if he isn’t faking. Look at him stumble about.”
“You there,” the first voice said more loudly, and Hugo felt his shoulder being prodded with something cold and hard. “What is your business in the city of Shael? When did you enter the Panthion?”
“Uh,” Hugo said, adjusting the corner of his blindfold so that he could just see the gray boots of the two gate guards. “I’ve, uh, been here for years.”
“Oh?” the second voice said skeptically. “What’s my name, then?”
Hugo chose his words carefully. He could tell that this second guard was the smarter one. “I don’t think that we’ve been introduced.”
“Bah! I’ve never even seen you before, boy. Sherzerad’s my name, which you’d know if you had lived here for more than a minute. The Eye, they call me, because I see everything. I know every pimple-faced scum your age, and there’s not a blind one among them. Let’s see him then, Private,” he said to the other guard, and Hugo felt a gauntleted hand tugging at the handkerchief.
“I’ll do it, I’ll do it,” Hugo said, and he lifted the blindfold slowly, careful to keep his eyes shut. After a moment of silence, he risked a tiny peek.
The two gate guards were standing before him, and he was surprised to see that they were not men. What they were, he did not have a name for, something between bird and beast, with strong muscles under short, oily black feathers. They stood on their hind legs in a manlike fashion, but they were definitely not human. Their faces were hidden behind pointed black helmets, for which Hugo was grateful. Just the sight of them made Molad twitch with excitement.
“Very well,” Sherzerad said abruptly. “On you go, then.”
“But, Major—” the other guard said.
“Quiet,” Sherzerad snapped. “These orders come straight from the top. This one has clear passage all the way to the throne room. I recognize him now. Been expecting him. Dignitary from off-world, you know. In fact…” Hugo heard him slap the other guard on the back with his mailed hand. “You can escort him yourself.”
The guard stumbled forward, nearly knocking Hugo over. “Yes, sir,” he stammered.
Hugo fastened the blindfold back in place and stepped toward the gate. To his horror, the soldier actually took his arm to help him walk. When they touched, Molad surged forward with new hope, attempting to escape his mental prison.
“No, thank you,” Hugo said, gritting his teeth and ripping his arm away from the soldier. He couldn’t believe that such a small thing could have so great an effect on Molad. The creatures must have been covered in some kind of residual darkness to elicit such a response from him.
“As you wish,” the soldier said. “You can go at your own pace, but I’ll be right here beside you.”
Hugo fell into stride beside the soldier and nearly tripped as the ground suddenly sloped upward. He pushed Molad’s restlessness into the corner of his awareness and focused on the ground beneath his feet, the sound of people shuffling by, the smell of food when a door opened. He slid his makeshift cane back and forth before him, occasionally brushing the leg of the soldier to keep himself going straight.
“This way,” the soldier said from his right, and Hugo realized that they must be turning down a different street.
“Where did all these people come from?” Hugo asked. “I thought this place was Shael’s prison.”
“Eh?” He sounded anxious. “Prison? No. This is Lord Shael’s kingdom. Those of us who have come to join him,” he said in a tone that made Hugo imagine him puffing out his chest proudly, “are those brave enough to join him in his exile—eh…as he waits, I mean. Yes, that’s what I mean. Join him as he waits, for the, uh, right time to return to power.”
“I see,” Hugo said, though he didn’t really. Why would a person volunteer to spend his life in exile with Shael?
“My own family’s been in here for three generations now,” he went on proudly. “My son will be the fourth. Can you believe that? Four generations of service. There aren’t many in here who can say that of their family name. You might mention it to Shael when you see him. Kurg’s my name. Daemon Kurg.”
“I’ll do that,” Hugo said, just to shut the man up. “How much longer till we’re there?”
“Oh, nearly there, nearly there,” the soldier said. “Oh, hold up a minute, uh, if you don’t mind, sir. I’ve just seen a comrade of mine.”
Hugo bumped into the soldier as he stopped abruptly. Resisting the urge to peek under the blindfold, he took a step back, folded his arms, and leaned on one foot awkwardly, trying to look casual. He felt like an idiot.
“Ho there, Burg!” the soldier said beside him. “Look what I’ve got here. A dignitary, if you please, and the Eye himself gave me the job of taking him right to the throne room. Say, who’s that with you?”
“Why, it’s a dignitary of my own, Kurg. Can’t you tell?”
Hugo heard the other soldier shuffle up next to them and whisper, “Say, Kurg, what is a dignitary, anyhow? Some sort of wizard?”
“It’s an important person, you dolt!” a scathing voice said right next to Hugo. His heart skipped a beat as he recognized it. “In my case, a prince. And this here is my brother, the king.”
Hugo felt Cannon take his arm and lead him a few steps down the street. “No, don’t follow us,” Cannon said imperiously. “We can make it the rest of the way by ourselves. And we’ll be sure to mention you to Lord Shael when we’re having tea and cake with him later.”
Hugo tried not to laugh. Cannon forced him briskly down the path and he heard one of the soldiers (he couldn’t tell which) say, “Cake! Did you hear that? Imagine! Cake with Lord Shael.”
“What are you doing here?” Hugo said, grinning.
“Making a big mistake, no doubt,” Cannon returned, jostling his arm meaningfully. “More specifically, I’ve come to help you break out of this place.”
“That’s excellent news,” Hugo said, tripping as the ground veered suddenly upward.
Cannon tugged at Hugo’s blindfold. “Why are you wearing that ridiculous thing over your eyes?”
“Don’t,” Hugo snapped, smacking his hand away. “It helps keep me focused. The less Molad sees, the better. Ouch!” Hugo struck his leg against something hard and Cannon pulled him sharply onto a different path. Immediately, he struck his head on something that felt suspiciously like an open window shutter. “Ouch!” he barked again.
“Yes, well,” Cannon said, “the blindfold seems a bit stupid to me, for obvious reasons. Is it working?”
“Yes, actually,” Hugo growled. “But it worked better when you weren’t ramming me into things.” Cannon turned him down two more streets and then led him up a narrow staircase into a cool, shady sort of place.
“I think you’re going to have to take it off now,” Cannon said. “We need to make a plan. Don’t worry, I’ll knock you out if you go crazy.”
“Excellent,” Hugo said with a sigh, remembering the last several times this had happened in the past few weeks. He removed the blindfold and opened his eyes carefully. They were standing under what looked like an inner-city bridge, huddled behind a stone barrier that hid them from view. Cannon seemed remarkably cheerful given their circumstances, and somehow managed to appear dignified in what looked like a filthy farmer’s shirt, which he had probably stolen from some poor farmer’s wash bucket.
“Put this on,” Cannon said, handing him a similar shirt. “I stole them from some poor farmer’s wash bucket. I would have taken a clean one from the line, but they were sopping wet. Nasty, to be sure, but it’s worth it if it will help us go unnoticed.”
“That soldier recognized you anyway,” Hugo pointed out. “They seem to have been warned that we were coming.”
“True,” Cannon said, “but not until I got his attention. And technically, they knew that you were coming, not me. I think they thought I was you.”
“Weird, isn’t it?” Hugo said. “The city being full of people? I thought it would be just me and Shael in here.”
Cannon shrugged. “That would have made you easier to find, to be sure, but I am not surprised to find this place large and inhabited. Quantum spatial containers like the Panthion often have internal dimensions defined by the perceptions of its occupants rather than by what you would call actual size constraints. And this prison has been around for a while, so it is natural to find it full of unsavory characters. No doubt they were discarded by their fellows in the Ire, if they did not actually come here to be in Shael’s company.”
Hugo blinked. “Whatever,” he said. “What’s your plan to get out?”
“My plan?” Cannon said. “You’re the one who came in here first. I thought you would have a plan.”
“Nope. I just did it to save Lignumis.”
Cannon groaned. “Of course you did. Well, come take a look.”
Hugo stepped forward so that he could see around the stone footing of the bridge and saw that they had climbed high enough to see into the fortress from above. From here, Hugo could see that the sky mechanism was even more intricate than he had first thought.
“More impressive up close, isn’t it?” Cannon muttered bitterly.
“What is it?” Hugo asked.
“It has to be the way out,” Cannon said. “The gate or something. I think we’re looking at the bottom of the lid.”
“That’s what I thought too,” Hugo said. “Quite a bit bigger when you’re inside it,” he mused.
Cannon shrugged. “That’s magic for you.” He pointed at the Mechanism in the clouds. “That’s our way out. And it looks like it’s only accessible from the towers of Shael’s fortress. Figures.”
Hugo was shaking his head. “Let’s be honest with ourselves here. What makes you think we’ll be able to find a way out of the Panthion when Shael himself hasn’t been able to do it after all this time?”
Cannon looked suddenly serious. “Maybe we will. Maybe we won’t. Either way, we have to try. Of course, you could always just walk in and have a chat with Shael. After all, that’s why he brought you here in the first place.”
Hugo smiled grimly. “That may end up happening anyway if we can’t get out of here soon.” He glanced back at the fortress and something twitched in his mind. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled, and he had the odd sense that Shael could tell that he was looking in his direction. It was as if they were feeling each other from a great distance.
Without warning, Hugo heard his own name in his head.
Hugo.
The voice was soft, low, and oddly persuasive, and Hugo found himself feeling suddenly proud of who he was, confident in his power as a mage, and less and less worried at the prospect of meeting Shael. It was as if he were hearing his name pronounced correctly for the first time in his life.
“Hugo,” Cannon said, tapping him on the shoulder. “We were trying to think of a plan.”
“Right,” Hugo said. “Exactly. Have to try.” He was trying to remember what the voice had sounded like, and how it had made him feel about himself. Something about that train of thought made Molad stir, and Hugo quickly put the blindfold back on. “What’s our best chance at getting in?”
“Well, they’ll probably just let us in, won’t they?” said Cannon. “The way those soldiers were acting, it sounds like Shael gave them orders to.”
“But we’re not actually going to see him,” Hugo said.
“Obviously not,” Cannon said. “But we might as well enter under the pretense of meeting with him and then give our escorts the slip. It would be much easier than breaking in by ourselves.”
“Fair enough,” Hugo agreed. “So after we’re inside the fortress, we make a break for the highest tower and hope that it leads us to that mechanism thing, and that we can somehow get though it and escape the Panthion, even though Shael—who by the way is probably more powerful than both of us put together, especially since our powers don’t seem to work well in here—has never figured it out. And we manage to do all this while avoiding being captured by all these soldiers. That’s our plan?”
Cannon scratched his head thoughtfully. “When you put it that way, I start to see some problems.”
“No kidding.” They discussed it a while longer and eventually arrived at a decision. They would do what they always did: blaze ahead and hope they stumbled into success. Hugo stood up and slapped Cannon on the shoulder. “It was nice of you to come in after me. Stupid, but nice. I hope you get out.”
“I hope we both get out,” Cannon agreed, and led him back out into the light. Cannon sighed in exasperation as Hugo tripped again. “Hugo, you know you’re not going to be able to wear that thing the whole time, right?”
“I know,” Hugo said. “But I’m going to leave it on as long as I can. Molad gets more and more excited the more he sees of this place, and I don’t know how long I’ll be able to withstand him when he decides it’s time to take control.”
“As I said, I’ll try to knock you out if that happens,” Cannon said, and Hugo felt Molad twitch unpleasantly.
“That’s very kind of you,” Hugo said. “But you had better be quick about it. I don’t think he likes you very much.”
“Oh!” Cannon exclaimed, and Hugo lifted the handkerchief from his eyes curiously. “I forgot. The Magemother asked me to give this to you.” He handed Hugo the black stone that Molad had abandoned the day before. “She said that she put a bit of herself inside it. Said it might help.”
“Right,” Hugo said, taking it. “Thank you.”
They stared at one another awkwardly for a moment, the stone resting in his hand between them, and then Hugo shoved it in his pocket and lowered the blindfold again. “I’ll have a look at it later, I guess.”
“Right,” Cannon said, and they headed off toward the fortress.
Finding an escort inside was even easier than they thought. A whole line of guards was waiting for them at the spot where their little side street joined up with the main road to the fortress. When Hugo peeked beneath his blindfold, he saw that these guards were creatures of a similar sort to those at the main gate, except that they were not so heavily armored. A thin leather breastplate revealed more about them, and Hugo could see that they were less bird and more human than he had first thought, though their legs were strangely angled at the knee. He wondered vaguely if that helped them run faster.
These soldiers all wore helmets, except for their leader, and Hugo could see that his face was mostly human, though he had short, oily feathers where hair and a beard would normally be. From his expression, Hugo assumed he was going to handcuff them and take them before Shael as prisoners. In the end, he treated them with the same respect that they had encountered earlier, though he clearly wasn’t happy about it. And he did make them walk in the center of the soldiers.
It wasn’t long before they reached the main gate. He peeked under his blindfold once again when he heard Cannon inhale sharply. Sure enough, the gate was very impressive. It was easily as tall as ten men, and wide enough for six or seven large horse carts to pass through side by side. Surprisingly, it stood wide open, guarded by a mere handful of soldiers. Apparently Shael wasn’t worried about being attacked.
When they passed through the gate, the air cooled, and Hugo felt Molad becoming more alert. We are here, he said in Hugo’s mind. We’re finally here! Molad lurched forward and Hugo felt his mind go nearly blank, only just managing to maintain control.
Despite the serious nature of his predicament, Hugo couldn’t help feeling a bit impressed with himself. Only a day or two before, such an effort from Molad would have easily overpowered him. The blindfold was making it easy for him to remain constantly aware of Molad, and sensing his opponent’s intentions before he acted seemed to make all the difference.
I don’t think so, Hugo said. It’s not time for you to come out yet. It never will be again, if I have my way.
You can’t keep me in here forever, Molad said. When Shael calls me, you will not be able to resist.
We’ll see, Hugo said, but in truth he knew Molad was right about that. If he ended up face to face with Shael, it would be all over.
“This way,” a soldier said. “Watch your step.”
Cannon nudged Hugo’s shoulder, and Hugo removed his blindfold. Folding it carefully and tucking it in his pocket, he took a deep breath and opened his eyes. Molad lurched with excitement, and Hugo pushed him back into place. They were in a long hallway with tall, narrow windows. Cannon was on Hugo’s right, with four guards in front of them, and a guard on either side. Going forward was out of the question; it wouldn’t make sense to break free just to flee in the direction they were being taken. It would probably lead them straight to Shael. He didn’t want to go back either. That left the windows. They only had to break through a single guard to the side. There was no glass, just a narrow slit in the stone, and he was sure he could fit through it. Beyond the windows to his left, he could see the base of what looked like one of the tall towers they had seen from the bridge outside. That decided it.
“Now?” Hugo whispered, wishing bitterly for his sword again.
“Might as well,” Cannon said.
“To the side,” Hugo said, and he saw Cannon nod out of the corner of his eye.
At the same moment, with remarkable synchronization given that they had not discussed their plans aloud, Hugo and Cannon both flung themselves directly at the guard to either side of them. Hugo caught his guard squarely in the gut with his shoulders, spun him against the wall, and punched him once in the back for good measure before stepping to the window. He glanced back briefly to see Cannon jumping out of his own window, then ducked the outreaching arms of a guard and slipped off the ledge.
The soft ground that Hugo had been hoping for did not materialize, and twelve feet later he landed painfully in an open stone square. He tucked and rolled to absorb the fall but his elbow cracked sharply against the ground and he cursed under his breath. The large tower he had glimpsed from above now lay ahead of him, but several buildings still separated him from it. He looked back, expecting to see Cannon behind him, but found a solid wall there instead. He grunted in frustration. No doubt Cannon was in a similar courtyard on the other side of the wall. He heard a noise and glanced up to see one of the soldiers attempting to squeeze through the window without success. He was stuck now, and two of his fellow soldiers were trying to extract him while their leader was screaming for them to take the stairs.
Hugo sped off toward the opposite end of the courtyard and took a door at random, hoping it would lead him to the tower.
It led him into a root cellar instead.
Berating himself for not coming up with a better plan, he returned to the courtyard and took the next door over. Just as he was closing it behind him, he heard the sound of voices outside. The soldiers had made it down.
“There! I saw him go through there!”
Hugo slammed the door and flew down the stone stairs before him. He took the first door he came to and rushed through the series of rooms behind it, taking turn after turn at random in the hopes that it would make it more difficult for his pursuers to find him. After his seventh random turn, he ran headlong into a boy carrying a tray of dishes. The boy shouted and went flying, and several of the dishes broke against the stone floor. Hugo landed painfully on one knee, and then he was running again. At the end of the hall he came to a particularly strong-looking door and spun through it, slamming it shut and turning the key in the lock before he even looked around the room that he had entered.
As soon as he did, he knew he was in trouble.
He was in a spacious, formal antechamber. Several large hallways led into it and a grand staircase curved up to a second floor. There was a set of grand doors opposite him, and Hugo knew instinctively that they would lead to the throne room. He knew something about castles (he had grown up in one, after all), and this room was just like the grand hall in Caraway Castle. It was the tapestries and the mirrors and the dozen or so guards that gave it away.
One of the guards began to approach Hugo as soon as he appeared, and several others stepped into the middle of the various hallways, just to make sure that he knew he wasn’t allowed to leave. Several of the guards carried fancy poleaxes, while others had a sword and shield. Hugo was feeling the absence of his own sword again.
The guard that had been approaching him drew his sword when he got close and gestured for Hugo to head for the big doors. The throne room. There was no doubt in his mind about what was waiting for him in there.
Hugo looked around for a way out, but didn’t see one. Finally he gave up and started walking. Hopefully Cannon was having more success.
The guard opened the door, and Hugo looked away as Molad came alive with want. Yes, yes! We are here at last!
Hugo tied the blindfold over his eyes tightly and strode into the chamber, trying not to appear as if he would rather be anywhere else in the world.



Chapter Four
In which Tabitha nearly eats a cat
Archibald took his leave of the king of Aberdeen one hour before he was supposed to meet Brinley at the Bridge to Nowhere. When he entered his tent, there was someone waiting for him.
“You’re late,” Tabitha said.
“I beg your pardon,” Archibald said, removing his bowler hat. “Did we have an appointment?”
Tabitha looked confused. “No, but I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Ah,” Archibald said awkwardly. “I see. Is there something…”
“I’m not going!” Tabitha wailed.
“Oh,” Archibald said carefully. “She asked you to remain behind.”
“I have to do secret things for her,” Tabitha said, drawing a hand across her face and gazing into the corner mysteriously.
Archibald bit off a laugh. “Well,” he began, still wondering why Tabitha was in his tent, “I suppose you are worried about her safety?”
Tabitha nodded, tears springing into her eyes. “How am I supposed to protect her if she won’t let me?”
“Well…” Archibald faltered. He took her hand. “I suppose I’ll have to, since you can’t be there.” He patted her hand kindly. “But let us talk no more of it. I wonder if you can help me with something.”
She sniffed and wiped away a tear. “What?”
“Well…” Archibald began, “I don’t know how to say it. You are the only one who knows my secret. But…I think the time has come for me to tell her.”
Tabitha’s eyes went wide. “Your secret? You mean,” her voice dropped to a whisper, “that you’re her real father and that you didn’t mean for her to ever be hidden away from you and that you missed her all these years and you just didn’t know how to tell her when she came back?”
Archibald blinked. “Well—that is to say—yes. Just so.”
Tabitha cocked her head curiously. “Archibald, why didn’t you tell her earlier?”
Archibald shook his head. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “At first, she had so much to worry about. Then, well…She already has a father,” he said, as if each word caused him pain. “One who loves her and cared for her. Me, she never knew. I was never there for her.”
Tabitha looked confused. “But that’s not your fault, Archibald.”
Archibald frowned as he waited for her to say something else, then he smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “You’re right, of course. We must all cast our personal fears aside when the time for action comes. We all have to give up a little safety now and then in order to get something even better, don’t we? Well then…” He led her out of the tent. “Go to her now,” he said in farewell. “Tell her I will meet her soon.”
Archibald let the tent flap close behind him, turned his tea kettle on, and sank onto his bed with a smile on his face. He wondered what it would be like to live life with Tabitha’s childlike mind. He remembered his own child then, and felt a sudden wave of anxiety. He wasn’t used to being anxious. He wasn’t used to being particularly fearful about anything. It had been a long time since he had felt less than up to the challenge in any aspect of his life, but all that had changed when Brinley had appeared. Ever since he had realized that she was his long-lost daughter, that he was still a father, life had been full of questions.
A breeze rustled the door of his tent. A wisp of wind filtered through the flap, curled once in the air and solidified into the Mage of Wind.
“Animus!” Archibald exclaimed, leaping to his feet. “A thousand pardons. I—”
“Nonsense, Archibald,” Animus interrupted politely. “It is I who have disturbed you.”
“Sit, sit,” Archibald said, offering Animus the only chair and pressing the wrinkles out of his bedcover. “What brings you back from Calderon? No, pardon me again—not my business—how may I be of service to the Mage of Wind?”
“May I join you in a cup of tea?” Animus asked, eyeing the kettle in the corner as it began to whistle.
“Yes, of course,” Archibald said, and rose to pour it.
“That was a very interesting conversation you just had with the Magemother’s Herald,” Animus said casually.
Archibald missed the cup and poured tea on himself. He let out a small cry of pain and plunged his burned hand into the cold water of his washbasin. “You heard that?” he asked, through gritted teeth.
Animus interlaced his fingers. “The wind hears many things, often unintentionally.”
Archibald nodded, returning to the tea. “I hope I have not lost your trust,” he said, handing a cup to Animus.
“On the contrary, I have come to see you precisely because I trust you.” Animus took a sip and winced. Then he blew on the cup and the surface crusted over briefly with ice before melting into the tea. He took another sip. “That’s better,” he said. “Now, as I understand it, you leave with the Magemother for Inveress within the hour, along with Unda and Lignumis.”
“Really?” Archibald said, surprised at the last part. “Two mages are to accompany us? That’s odd, isn’t it?”
Animus nodded. “More than you know. Something terrible happened this morning, which you have not yet heard.” Animus told the story of Belterras and Brinley, and his suspicions about the Janrax, and Archibald soon forgot all about his tea.
“Did you find him, this Janrax fellow?” Archibald asked when it was over. “You have been looking for him, I presume.”
“I have been looking,” Animus agreed. “And I may have found him.”
“Where, then?” Archibald asked. “Where is he?”
Animus took another sip of tea. “Here, in this camp. One of the mages.”
Archibald shot to his feet, spilling tea again. A look of comprehension came over his face as he wiped his hands clean. “A shape changer. Who? Who is it?”
Animus inclined his head. “I have narrowed it down to two possibilities.”
Archibald went white. “Unda and Lignumis,” he said.
Animus nodded. “They both joined us recently. Both are much changed in appearance since I saw them last, and both have gone out of their way to accompany the Magemother on her trip. Lignumis is the obvious choice, which is why I suspect Unda just as much. Unda appears to have received his power back from the Magemother, which would seem to eliminate him as a suspect…” Animus’s face tightened perceptibly. “Unless, of course, the Janrax has somehow received the power of a mage. I doubt that such a thing is possible, but it is difficult to know for sure, and assuming that he is innocent may be a fatal mistake.” He paused to clear his throat. “I have not told the mages there is a traitor among them, Archibald. It would not do to turn them against each other.”
“You have to confront them,” Archibald said, rising to his feet. “Surely you don’t intend to send the Magemother into Inveress with a traitor?”
“Good heavens, no,” Animus said. “Not alone, at any rate. However, it is not the Magemother for whom I am most worried. Shael needs her alive to open the Panthion. He needs her to return safely from Inveress. It is the other mage—whichever of them is not the traitor—that will be in the greatest danger.” He leveled a finger at Archibald. “You must discover the traitor. I cannot go, and I do not know which mage to trust.”
“Surely you can trust the Magemother,” Archibald said. “She has been told of your suspicions?”
Animus scratched his chin thoughtfully. “The Janrax has infiltrated her mind. To what end, it is impossible to know. He cannot be rooted out, only destroyed at the source. In the meantime, she should not be told anything that we would not want him to know.”
“The Magemother’s Herald, then,” Archibald said. “Surely she must come with us now—”
“The Magemother has made her decision, Archibald. Tabitha stays. You go.”
“But,” Archibald began, “surely she could be convinced somehow. Given this new information, Tabitha must come.”
Animus took a deep breath and tapped the arm of the chair. “Perhaps,” he said, “perhaps not. Brinley feels that she should stay. I have counseled her otherwise and she has still made her decision. You and I must be wise enough to honor the decisions of those who have the right to make them, even when we do not agree.”
Archibald felt a sudden weight settle in the pit of his stomach. He steeled his body, his mind, to support that burden, and then nodded. “I understand,” he said.
“Good.” Animus got slowly to his feet. “Thank you for the tea.”
“Animus,” Archibald said, taking the cup. “I will not be a match for the Janrax. What will I do with him when I discover him?”
Animus’s eyes sharpened. He leaned past Archibald and picked up the silver ram’s-head cane.
“Have you forgotten what this is?” he asked. Animus spun the cane above his head and brought it down on Archibald’s bed. There was a deafening clap of thunder as the bed splintered and the ground beneath it crumpled. The bed creaked and tipped inward, slipping into the new depression in the ground, and Animus returned the cane to Archibald. “I did not approve when Lewilyn gave this to you. Now I am glad that you have it. Use it.”
Animus’s body blurred suddenly at the edges, and he disappeared into the breeze from Archibald’s tent flap as it was thrust open. Several armed guards poured into the tent. “Sir,” they said, “is everything all right?”
Archibald was still staring at the place where Animus had been, his cane clutched tightly in his hands. “Fine, fine,” he said numbly. “Just slipped.” He motioned for the guards to leave and they backed out of the room slowly, glancing curiously from him to the bed and back again.
When they were gone, Archibald stood there for a long moment. Finally, he nodded once to himself, donned his hat, and left his fear entirely behind him.
***
The sun began to lower toward the horizon as Brinley waited with Tabitha and the Swelter Cat at the top of the Bridge to Nowhere. Unda joined them first. Then Lignumis. They waited for Archibald in silence, each of them contemplating the task ahead. After a few minutes, Brinley made out the tiny shape of Archibald climbing the bridge below them. A few minutes had passed when the sound of trumpets split the sky. They all jerked and looked around, searching the ground for the source of the disturbance.
“The attack signal,” Unda said. “But I see nothing. Where is the danger?”
“There!” Brinley said, pointing to the sky. “It’s Kuzo.”
As the great dragon dove out of the clouds, the evening sunlight set his crimson scales on fire. “He’s beautiful,” Tabitha said.
“He’s terrible,” Lignumis said in awe.
“I think I am on Lig’s side for once,” Unda said. “We should go down there.”
Tabitha made a move toward the air but Brinley stayed her. “Wait,” she said. “Just watch him. See what happens, then come and tell us.”
Tabitha nodded and then turned into a sparrow and sped away.
They watched from afar as Kuzo swept up the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. He tried to fly across the invisible barrier at the top and the alarm bell sounded even as he was repulsed. Afterward, he returned to the foot of the bridge and bellowed something that they could not quite make out. Eventually, soldiers surrounded him, their swords and pikes flashing like sparks in a fire. Before long, he rose into the sky again. He circled the bridge to the Ire once and then disappeared behind the clouds.
The sparrow reappeared, turning back into Tabitha just as Archibald crested the top of the bridge. “Did you see him?” Archibald asked, but Brinley was already questioning her Herald.
“What happened?”
“He wanted to get into the Ire,” Tabitha replied in a rush. “He wanted to get in bad. When he realized the gate was blocked, he demanded to be let across, but they couldn’t let him cross anyway, without the king’s medallion, so he called for the king to come out, but he just stayed in his tent.”
“Not surprising,” Lignumis murmured, and Archibald shot him a stern look.
“Kuzo didn’t like that at all!” Tabitha continued. “He picked up a dozen soldiers and tossed them right into the air before he left.”
“Are they…?” Brinley asked, unable to put her fear into words.
“They’ll all live,” Tabitha said. “But I can’t believe he would do a thing like that.”
Lignumis gave a hoarse chuckle. “He’s a dragon, isn’t he?”
“But he’s such a nice dragon,” Tabitha said. “And he might have hurt those men.”
“Now you see why you must stay,” Brinley whispered to Tabitha. She gave the other girl a long, meaningful look, and Tabitha nodded. To the others, she said, “He probably wants revenge on Gadjihalt. Maybe King Remy should just let him cross the bridge.”
“King Remy probably doesn’t want to risk giving the enemy a fire-breathing dragon right before the war starts,” Archibald reasoned. “Can you blame him?”
“Doesn’t matter anyway,” Lignumis cut in. “That dragon won’t have to wait long for his revenge. Gadjihalt will probably be walking across that bridge in a few days’ time.
Brinley was startled at the thought. “Well then, what are we waiting for?” she said, turning to the Swelter Cat. “Tobias, it’s time to go.”
“Finally!” the Swelter Cat said, standing up and stretching his back in a high arch. “It’s time to leave! I thought that it would never be…”
Brinley walked to the edge and looked down, remembering the words of the snake-man.
Death. That was what he said was waiting for them. And now she knew who he was, sort of.
She turned to face Tabitha. “I’ll see you soon,” she said firmly. “You know what I need you to do. Stick to the plan.”
Tabitha turned to the Swelter Cat. “You won’t let any harm come to the Magemother, will you, Tobias?”
The Swelter Cat placed a paw over his heart dramatically. “Though it could cause my bitter end, I shall not fail to guard your friend.”
With his promise, Tabitha jumped back from them and hopped onto the low stone wall that formed the bridge’s side. She shimmered suddenly and grew, wings and arms and claws exploding out of her body so that a great white dragon towered before them.
She uncoiled her long neck and bent down so that her eyes were level with the Swelter Cat’s. Smoke curled from her nostrils and her voice sounded like boulders tumbling down a well. “If anything happens to her, Tobias, I will cause your bitter end.”
The Swelter Cat screeched in fright and leapt into Brinley’s arms.
“Good, then,” Tabitha said. “You can go now.”
“Yes, well,” Brinley spluttered, trying hard not to laugh. She took a step toward the edge of the bridge and tossed the cat into the abyss.
Unda chuckled as the Swelter Cat disappeared with a yowl.
Archibald nodded approvingly. “I daresay it’s about time someone dropped him off a ledge.”
“Now it’s our turn,” Brinley said. She looked at Tabitha. She wanted to say good-bye and thank you and I’m sorry, but none of them came out. Instead, she took a deep breath and stepped off the Bridge to Nowhere.
***
When Tabitha landed in Mad Maggie’s garden, the old woman shrieked, dropped the basket of flowers that she had been carrying, and picked up a garden hoe from its place beside the door. Wielding it like a spear, she charged the dragon with a shout. She stopped when the dragon changed into Tabitha.
“Oh,” she said, lowering the hoe. “Tabitha, you should always announce yourself. I nearly killed you.”
Tabitha hid a smile and picked up the woman’s flowers on their way inside. “How are they doing?” she asked.
“The Mage of Earth is stable,” Maggie said. “But the same. In a trance, you know. He’s resting upstairs. Best not to disturb him. As for the other one, well, see for yourself.”
Maggie swung the door open to reveal a bustling kitchen. Tabitha took a step inside and ducked to avoid a long skewer of meat that came sailing through the air in the arms of a running child. Eight or nine other people, all of them strangers to Tabitha, were bumping and sidestepping each other in the small kitchen, cooking more meat, kneading dough, slicing carrots, and peeling potatoes. They wore clean, simple clothes that looked handmade. The people themselves looked slightly uncomfortable to be wearing them, or perhaps to be so busy.
“Maggie,” Tabitha said. “Are these your hobo friends?”
“Yep,” Maggie said proudly. “Got ’em up here to help me as soon as I could. They’re just happy to be doing something useful again, and to have a roof over their head. Isn’t that right, Jacob?” She pointed a sturdy finger at a nervous looking man who had been staring at them. He snapped back into action at once, sliding a cutting board into the dishwater and bobbing in agreement. “Yes ma’am.”
“I run a tight ship here,” Maggie said, gesturing around the room. A thin, wisp of a man was mincing garlic for a soup while sitting in the open kitchen window and using her lap for a table. In the center of the little circus stood two women, one of them old and worn looking, in a plain gray shirt, and the other young and vibrant, dressed in sparkling red and gold.
“Tabitha,” the older woman said sharply, “don’t just stand there gawking. Help peel the potatoes. Isn’t my invalid looking healthy?” She pinched the younger girl on the shoulder. “She’s practically got her whole strength back now. She’d have it already if she didn’t dump her medicine out the window when she thinks I’m not looking.”
The younger woman blushed. “You’d throw it out too, Habis, if you tasted it.” Her hair turned from black to red, and for a moment Tabitha thought it would actually burst into flame, which it sometimes did. Chantra was the Mage of Fire.
“No,” Tabitha said. “I mean, I’d like to, but I can’t. I came to get Chantra.”
“Get me?” Chantra said, looking up from her potatoes as if she would accept any excuse to escape her situation.
“Whatever you need, dear,” Maggie said. She grabbed Tabitha’s shoulder and pulled her back into the yard. “So long as you haul that cart of ore up around to the workshop first.” She indicated a large wooden cart full of black sooty rocks and pointed in the direction of the metal shop at the back of the house.
“I suppose I could do that,” Tabitha said. She considered the cart for a moment and then got down on her hands and knees and became an ox.
“Oh, perfect,” Maggie said appreciatively. She snapped her fingers and two men appeared. They fastened the cart’s harness to Tabitha’s back and then piled into the cart. One of them picked up a short whip but set it down again after drawing a dark look from Maggie. Tabitha pulled and the cart began to inch down the path that led around the house.
“It’s wonderful isn’t it?” Maggie said. “I had no hopes of getting business up and running so quickly until Habis came to help with Chantra. She’s a whiz at potions and health tonics, you know. Doesn’t Chantra look good? And the moment she found out I wanted to start my own metal shop she sent away for this lot.” She jabbed her thumb backwards at the men sitting on the cart. “Twenty-nine of them in all, every homeless person in the city, I think. They don’t all fit in the house at once of course, but at least they have a home now. It’s been a struggle to feed them, I can tell you, but they do wonderful work, and there is so much to do, what with the war coming.”
They rounded the corner of the house and Maggie’s workshop came into view. A man and woman appeared through a small door and worked together to open the larger cart door that led to the belly of the shop. Tabitha pulled the cart inside and blinked as her eyes adjusted to the dim light. Her ears were assailed by the sound of grinding metal and the ping of hammers, and she nearly tripped over a bucket of shiny breastplates when a shower of sparks made her sidestep to the left.
“Careful,” one of the men on the cart grunted as he hopped down to undo her harness. Tabitha changed back into herself when he had finished, and several people gasped.
“Maggie,” she said, “I heard that you had set up shop, but I had no idea you were this busy already.”
“Well I am!” She slapped Tabitha’s backside as if she was still an ox. “Now go away, please. You’re distracting them.”
When Tabitha reached the front of the house again, Chantra tumbled out of the door with one of her boots still unlaced. “—don’t like the idea of you going away,” Habis was saying as she followed her out. “You’re barely better as it is. Another couple days of rest and medicine would do you good.”
“Another couple days of rest would do me in,” Chantra muttered, bending down to finish lacing her boot.
“Fine,” Habis said. “But you must promise to take your medicine. Here is three days’ worth.” She held up six glass vials of a foul-looking orange liquid, which Chantra took grudgingly. “One in the morning and one at night, as I’ve told you, and one more in between if you are feeling ill.”
“Where exactly are you taking her?” Maggie asked, coming up behind them.
“We’re going to find a dragon,” Tabitha said.
“Excellent,” Chantra said, rolling her eyes in relief.
“Bah!” Habis shouted, throwing her arms into the air. “You’ll be dead by sunset. All that work for nothing!” And she turned back into the house and slammed the door behind her.
“Be back in a moment,” Tabitha said, following the disgruntled witch inside. She found her back in the kitchen, this time stirring a small pot, which Tabitha had not noticed the earlier.
“What now?” Habis demanded.
The kitchen was temporarily empty, Habis’s sudden mood change having given everyone an idea of someplace else they suddenly needed to be. “The Magemother has an assignment for you,” Tabitha said.
“Does she now?” Habis said, twirling a spoon in the pot. “I’m still not finished with the last one. Nearly done, if I do say so myself, but this medicine will take another hour or so before it can be used on her mother.”
Tabitha shook her head.
“Something different, eh? It wouldn’t have to do with that massive horde of people gathering down in Ninebridge, would it?”
Tabitha nodded eagerly. “She has sent for everyone. She has a secret plan!”
“A secret plan to hide the whole world inside of Inveress?”
Tabitha froze, her mouth gaping open, but Habis just laughed. “Well, she’s not the only one to think of it, but the plan’s no good. There’s no way back.”
Tabitha beamed at her. “That’s where you come in, Habis! Brinley wants you make a summoning bell that will bring everyone back out of Inveress.”
Habis threw back her head and roared with laughter. Then she caught sight of Tabitha’s face and stopped. “She can’t be serious. It took me a week to make her bell, and that was just for one person. She can’t expect…”
“She said you might say that,” Tabitha said. “She said to tell you that she expects you to be done by this time tomorrow.”
Habis stared at her a moment, then threw the wooden spoon on the floor and stormed out of the room, leaving Tabitha blinking in her wake. A moment later she stormed back in again and collected the little pot of boiling potion without a word. Tabitha heard the front door slam and watched as Habis walked down the front path.
“What did you say to her?” Chantra asked in awe when Tabitha rejoined her in the yard.
“Told her to do something impossible,” Tabitha said.
“Huh. I didn’t know anyone could get her that mad. You must be quite special, Tabitha.”
Tabitha blushed.
“Good luck, dears,” Maggie said, patting them on the shoulder as she followed after Habis. “Try not to die.” And she rounded a corner, leaving Chantra and Tabitha alone in the yard.
Chantra crooked an eyebrow.
“Well, it’s nice to see that you’re conscious again,” Tabitha said. “Brinley was really worried about you, and I didn’t want you to die.”
“Oh, um, thank you,” Chantra said.
“So…” Tabitha went on awkwardly, “you can ride on my back?”
Chantra nodded. “Thanks.”
“Do you think you’ll be able to help me find him?”
“Kuzo?” Chantra said. “I could find that dragon anywhere. I can see his living fire from miles away. That’s how I found him in the first place.”
“Oh,” Tabitha said. “Really? I didn’t think it would be that easy. Things usually aren’t.”
Chantra laughed and pointed to the left without looking. “He’s that way. I don’t know how far, though.”
“Can you wait for just a minute?” Tabitha said, glancing back at the house. “There’s one thing I have to do.” She turned into a butterfly and fluttered up to the tiny second-story window, which had been left slightly open to let in the breeze. She passed through it and landed on Belterras’s chest. She watched him for a moment, her little butterfly body rising up and down and up again with his slow breathing, then flew back out the window and changed into the great black swan. Chantra clapped in appreciation and then climbed onto her back.
“Yes!” she said when Tabitha rose into the air. “Oh, this is wonderful.”
They rose in lazy spirals until they found the cool air that was easier to fly in, and then Tabitha turned in the direction that Chantra had indicated from the ground. Chantra pulled the vials of medicine out of her pocket and emptied them one by one into the wind.
“I’m very grateful that Habis healed me,” she said. “But I’m never drinking this stuff again.”



Chapter Five
In which they all fall up
Brinley fell just long enough that she ran out of air with which to scream. Then the world disappeared, and she was gliding quite gracefully into a golden sunrise. At least, that’s what it reminded her. The ground was practically glowing with reflected light, as if the floor of Inveress were some sort of giant mirror. She drifted to the ground, touched it lightly, and then the strange force that bore her carefully down was gone, and she was on her own two feet again.
“Well, that took you long enough,” the Swelter Cat said, walking up beside her. “I expected you to be more tough.”
“It was an awfully long way to fall, even if it turned out to be rather pleasant at the end.”
The Swelter Cat flicked his tail loftily. “Getting in is such a breeze, but one does not get out with ease.”
She had not told Tobias about her plan for getting out of Inveress with the summoning bell yet. “How did you get out, Tobias?” Brinley asked, suddenly curious.
The Swelter Cat snorted. “Move a bit, or you’ll get hit.”
“What?” Brinley said, and then someone shouted “Oy!” from above her, and Unda’s foot knocked her in the back of the head.
“Oh!” she said, and moved aside for him. Lignumis came right behind, then Archibald, and a minute later they were all inspecting the new world together.
“It’s like we’re just…on the other side,” Unda said, and for the first time, Brinley truly inspected the ground. She saw now that it was not really reflective. Rather, it was made of a semi-transparent golden substance. She was looking into Aberdeen from the bottom up, and what she had taken for a sunrise was the light of day, filtered through the golden ground substance. She picked up a foot and stomped on it experimentally. It was firm, but strangely absorbent, and her foot made no noise when it struck. With a jolt, she realized what it might be.
“You are right,” the Swelter Cat confirmed, watching her closely. “It is light.”
Brinley grinned. If Tabitha were there she would have said something about how Tobias had taken an awful risk pretending to read thoughts just so he could have an easy rhyme. She felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. Had she done the right thing leaving Tabitha behind? It seemed like the right thing at the time, but now she was regretting it. Everything was better with Tabitha around.
“Are we just going to stand here all day?” Lignumis said. “I, for one, would rather not spend any more time here than I have to.”
The Swelter Cat flicked his tail and moved off toward the center of Ninebridge.
“It’s like we’re right beneath the city,” Unda said quietly to her. “Except down here, up is down and down is up.”
“Quite disconcerting,” Archibald agreed.
Brinley looked up and saw that the sky was completely black. Blacker than anything that she had ever seen in Aberdeen. It was hard to imagine a sun rising in that sky. In fact, it didn’t look like a sky at all; it was more like a bottomless pit.
“All the light comes through the ground,” the Swelter Cat said perceptively, though he was looking straight ahead. “Night and day. All year round.”
“It must get dark at night,” Lignumis murmured.
Unda was gazing around in rapture. “Incredible,” he said. They were on the underside of Ninebridge now, and the city bustled under their feet. Or rather, above their feet. There was a small boy walking on the top side, in time with Brinley, and she sidestepped and then matched his pace again so that their feet looked like they touched.
“This is weird,” she said.
“I like it,” Unda said. “You get reflections like this when you walk on water…of course, this is not a reflection, per se.” His brows knit together thoughtfully.
“We are on the other side of Ninebridge now,” the Swelter Cat said, and Brinley picked up her pace when she realized that she was falling behind. “Cyus makes his home beneath the Lake of Gow.”
“The lake of what?” Brinley said. “Did you just make that name up just to rhyme with now?”
“I believe he is referring to Gangow Lake,” Archibald explained. “It lies on the border of Aquilar and the Greggan States.”
“What type of trees grow by Gangow Lake, Lig?” Unda said. Brinley caught something odd in his voice, but she couldn’t quite place it. Archibald shot him a quick look.
“Pine trees,” Lignumis grunted reflexively. “Just like everywhere else.”
Unda frowned, but said nothing.
“How long will it take to get to the lake?” Brinley asked.
“Three hours. Maybe four, I do not know,” the Swelter Cat said. “All day, if we walk this slow.”
At his words, they picked up the pace. After a few minutes, Unda and Lignumis each started trying to walk slightly faster than the other. Brinley had the shortest legs (apart from Tobias) and was practically jogging to keep up. Archibald wasn’t doing much better.
“Enough, gentlemen,” he said finally, grabbing a hold of each of their arms. “Slow down a bit, or one of you is going to have to give me a piggyback ride.”
“Me too,” Brinley added breathlessly.
Unda laughed, but he slowed down. His belly made a rumbling noise and he rubbed it. “Four hours, Tobias?” he said. “I should have eaten something.”
For the first time, Lignumis cracked a smile. “If your stomach is the worst of our problems, then this will be a very pleasant trip indeed.”
After a short while they came to the foot of one of the bridges, and Brinley did a double take. On the top side of the world, the bridge would have been sloping up and away from her at a steep angle, and there would be stairs carved into it. But from the bottom side, the bridge looked like a giant slide that cut through the ground of Inveress and dangled into Aberdeen. It was much too steep to climb down, especially without stairs being cut into it.
“Are we taking this?” Unda said incredulously, eyeing the steep slope. “Do the bridges even work in Inveress?”
The Swelter Cat nodded. “The magic will still do its part, but it isn’t for the faint of heart. All the bridges work from here, moving us from far to near, taking us from here to there, except the Bridge to Nowhere.”
“Where does this bridge go?” Brinley asked, looking around to get her bearings. “Is this is the second bridge?”
“The third,” Archibald said. “It leads to Garra.”
“Right next to the lake we want,” Unda said. He peered over the edge of the slide and Brinley put a hand on his shoulder and leaned out as well. It dropped almost straight down. From the underside, the giant bridge was shaped like the narrow cross section of a bowl. If they slid down it, through the mist in the center, they would be at the bottom of the bowl.
She shuddered. “I didn’t realize how steep they were,” she said.
“It’s the stairs,” Unda said. “That’s what makes the climb doable from the other side.” He bent down and ran his hand across the ground. “Well, it’s lucky we get to slide down on this soft, light stuff instead of the actual bridge. I can’t imagine that would feel good. You’re right after me, Magemother,” he said, and jumped over the edge. He gave a shout that might have been terror or excitement and sped away. It took at least ten seconds for him to reach the bottom, where he shot out into space and vanished from view.
Brinley sat down and dangled her feet over the edge, sliding closer and closer. She gulped and grabbed the Swelter Cat. “You’re coming with me,” she said, and pulled him into a tight hug. He hissed, and his claws dug into the fabric of her jacket, which was not exactly comforting, but it was better than nothing. “Oh boy,” Brinley said. She screamed as she forced herself over the last few inches of the edge.
She had been to a water park only once in her life, and it had taken her forever to work up the courage to go off the Dead Drop—the steepest, tallest slide. But that was nothing compared to this. This went on and on and on, and all she could see beneath her was a golden sky, so that if she fell, it felt like she would fall forever. For the second time that day, she ran out of breath to scream with, and then she was at the bottom. The slide launched her through the curtain of gray mist and she closed her eyes and squeezed the Swelter Cat so tightly that she was afraid his head might pop off.
When she opened her eyes, Unda was helping her to her feet. Tobias leapt from her arms and began to preen himself, pausing only to glare up at her in disgust.
“Watch out,” Unda cautioned, and moved her out of the way as Archibald and Lignumis came cruising through the mist behind her.
“Wonderful,” Lignumis said. He stood up and made a show of brushing himself off, even though the gleaming ground could hardly be very dirty. “Now how are we going to get off this thing?”
They were standing on the underside of the bridge in Garra, with the city spread out upside down around them. They were on the underside of the other half of the bridge now, and it was steep and slick here as well. While it had been a simple matter to slide down from the other side, this one would be impossible to climb without stairs or handholds.
“Good job, Tobias,” Lignumis said sarcastically. He was standing on the edge of the bridge and leaning over the side. “You’ve gone and led us into a dead end. We can’t go back either. We’ll just be in the same position on the other side.”
“If you want to get off, then just follow him,” the Swelter Cat said. “But don’t think about it, or your thoughts will just swim.” With that he leapt into the air and landed on Lignumis’s rear end, sinking his teeth into the seat of his pants.
Lignumis yowled and hopped forward inadvertently, so that he fell right off the edge of the bridge. For a moment, he seemed to just hang in midair, suspended between the sky of Aberdeen below him and the upside-down city of Garra above.
In that instant, time seemed to stand still, and Brinley had no idea what would happen next. Her intuition told her that he should fall down. The trouble was, she wasn’t sure which way was down. He might fall into the sky of Aberdeen, but they weren’t in Aberdeen, strictly speaking. They were in Inveress, which was mostly above them. But he couldn’t fall up, surely. After all, most of what was above them was the city of Garra. But that wasn’t right either, was it? The ground in Inveress was the other side of the ground in Aberdeen, so the city of Garra couldn’t really be above them. Her mind was already swimming, just like the Swelter Cat had warned it would.
After quivering in midair for a moment with the Swelter Cat dangling from his backside, Lignumis started to rise. Brinley realized that he hadn’t really fallen off the edge of the bridge at all. His body had tried to fall off the edge, but it couldn’t. There was no edge to fall off of. He had found some invisible limit between Inveress and Aberdeen. He continued to lift away from them, as if he had become stuck to the side of some nearly transparent bubble that was now floating upward, moving him slowly but surely back toward the hole in the ground that surrounded the inverted bridge of Inveress above them.
“Oh my,” Lignumis said nervously.
He must have been truly taken aback, Brinley thought, to have forgotten about Tobias and his teeth.
“Intriguing,” Archibald said, tipping his hat to scratch his head.
Unda said, “Good enough for me,” and walked off the edge of the bridge at once. Brinley followed suit, spreading her arms to embrace the invisible surface. It enfolded her like a sort of magnetic blanket, and lifted her up smoothly. Despite the amazing nature of her predicament, her only thought was that Tabitha would have enjoyed it even more. It made her a little sad.
When they reached the top, they followed the Swelter Cat away from the city.
Soon a lake came into view in the distance, but it was too far away to see much detail. She thought she could see something in the center of it, an island perhaps.
“It looks like some sort of pyramid,” Unda said, clearly looking at the same thing she was.
“Is that where Cyus lives?” Brinley asked.
“Yes, but don’t get too excited,” the Swelter Cat said. “There are three trials yet that endeavor to—”
The Swelter Cat’s final words were cut off as Lignumis landed a kick in his belly. The Mage of Wood was rubbing his backside angrily; clearly he had remembered the Swelter Cat’s attack and decided to retaliate.
The Swelter Cat sailed through the air and landed on his feet a few yards away, with his tail erect. Despite his graceful landing, his face was twisted in pain.
“Oh no!” Brinley said, rushing to his side. “He’ll die if he doesn’t finish his rhyme.” She stroked the cat’s furry back encouragingly, but he said nothing. His mouth was hanging open, his body heaving silently.
“The air’s been knocked out of him,” Unda said, coming up beside her. He smacked Tobias across the back. “Come on, old boy. Breathe!”
Archibald took off his hat and fanned the cat nervously.
Despite their efforts, the Swelter Cat was changing. His hair whitened and his ears drooped, and his nose became cracked and dry.
“He’s aging,” Unda whispered in astonishment.
The Swelter Cat’s slanted pupils narrowed alarmingly and his tongue lolled out of his mouth. He lost his balance and began to sway from side to side, and Brinley put out a hand to steady him. When she did so, his eyes snapped open and breath rushed into his lungs again in short gasps. “Hh-huu…H-Hide it. Hide it!” His voice was barely audible, but the moment the words were out, the effects of his aging began to reverse. In a few short seconds, he looked normal again. Normal, and very angry.
He spun around to Lignumis and beat the ground with a paw. It would have been more menacing if it had made a noise, but Lignumis seemed to take the hint. Unda was glaring at him as well, and Archibald was watching him with a wary look.
“Ah,” Lignumis said awkwardly, cowering beneath their stares. “Sorry about that, Tobias…Didn’t realize…Won’t happen again.”
There was remorse on his face, but Brinley couldn’t help noticing a hard look in his eyes that was less than sad. It caught her off guard.
“Well,” Lignumis said, pretending not to notice all the eyes still on him, “let’s get going.”
The Swelter Cat gave him one last withering look and then turned to lead them toward the lake.
For the next few minutes, Unda kept leaning in toward Brinley as if he wanted to say something, but he never did. Every time this happened, he glanced at Lignumis, who was walking close by, and then leaned away again. Brinley nearly asked him what he wanted, but thought better of it, guessing that whatever it was, he didn’t want to say it in front of the others.
“What is that?” Unda asked, interrupting her thoughts. He was pointing at what looked like a round grate in the ground off to their right. It reminded Brinley vaguely of the manhole covers in streets back home, except that it was made of the same light-like substance as the ground itself, and it had a distinct handle that stuck up.
“A portal to the world’s void,” the Swelter Cat said. “Jump in if you like. I won’t be annoyed.”
“I think I’ll pass,” Unda said. “But, what is in this ‘void’?”
“Nothing,” Lignumis said. “Emptiness.”
“Quite right. Quite so,” the Swelter Cat said. “A place that only Cyus can go.”
“Then that is how he found my father,” Brinley said. “It must be!”
“A place that only Cyus can go and come back from, then,” Lignumis said. “If your father got in, then I suppose anyone can do it. Getting out must be the hard part. Like this place…”
“But how did your father survive in such a place?” Unda asked. “Can a person live inside a void? Would he not just be turned to nothing?”
“A dark and lonely place,” the Swelter Cat said. “No food or light, just space. Minds are torn, thoughts die as they’re born, and all sense of self is gone. Whatever’s left just drifts along.”
No one spoke after that for a long while. Each time they passed another one of the hatches, Brinley tried not to look at it or think of what horrors her father had experienced beneath it.
After a few minutes, the Swelter Cat stopped.
Ahead of them, the ground appeared to be broken up by a series of crevasses. Deep fissures in the ground where the golden floor of Inveress turned to black and led downward.
“What’s on the other side?” Brinley asked, peering down.
“Fountains,” Unda said.
“We have come to a challenge, the first of three,” the Swelter Cat began. “The Laughing Cracks are what you see.”
Brinley eyed them suspiciously. “Laughing Cracks? What do they do?”
The Swelter Cat pushed her question away with a flick of his tail. “Ignore what you see, and follow your feet. The cracks will show what you don’t want to meet.”
“What we don’t want to meet?” Brinley asked.
“Our fears, no doubt,” Archibald said, straightening his hat. He moved in front of them to follow the Swelter Cat. Brinley went after him, and Lignumis and Unda brought up the rear. Their path narrowed more and more as the fissures on either side widened, and soon they were forced to walk in a single-file line through what looked like a network of stone catwalks suspended over a series of deep, canyon-like pits. Occasionally the path would take an odd, sharp angle, and they would find themselves moving in an entirely different direction. To Brinley, it was an incomprehensible maze; she was grateful that the Swelter Cat was with them. He moved from path to path without hesitation, as if there were clear signs that only he could see.
Several times, the path before them completely disappeared and they had to jump over empty space to reach solid ground again. All the while, the canyons became deeper and deeper. An hour after they had begun, each one was like a black hole, vast and empty. Brinley tried not to stare into them, but she could hardly help it. Presently, the strip of stone she was walking on became so narrow that she couldn’t stand with her feet side by side. It was like walking on a balance beam that stretched across empty space. Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, she heard a distant, throaty chuckle from somewhere below. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.
“Here we go,” Unda said resignedly from somewhere behind her.
“What’s down there?” Brinley called to the Swelter Cat.
“Crack-specters,” the Swelter Cat called back cheerfully. “Dream-jesters. Dead laughing mage-pesters!”
“Mage-pesters?” Brinley said.
“He’s reaching now,” Unda muttered behind her.
“Just what do these specters do?” Archibald said. The path had widened slightly, but he was still walking with his hat in one hand, cane in the other, and both hands spread wide for balance.
It wasn’t long before his question was answered. Far below them, Brinley saw a giant, flat face appear in the darkness. She tried not to look at it, afraid that she would lose her balance, but it was no use. The face was as large as a house. She couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, but it had a mop of shaggy brown hair, and it was smiling at her greedily.
“Archibald,” she said nervously.
“I see it,” he said. “Just keep walking.”
A moment later the creature’s giant mouth opened and he let out a peal of laughter that made her knees shake. She turned sideways and crouched to the ground, squatting into a ball and placing her hands on the ground to regain her balance, then glanced at the creature again just in time to see him lifting his arms. She thought that it was reaching for her, but soon realized that it was releasing something into the air—a strange, floating, fluffy thing that it had been holding out of sight. The shape drifted up to her like a dark cloud, and as soon as it came close, she saw that it contained an image.
It was a bird—a magpie. It was her mother. The poor thing was barely able to keep airborne, and then she was falling, pelting toward the earth. She crashed with a crunch, and Brinley knew that she was dead.
“No,” she whispered, trying to remind herself that it wasn’t real.
“Don’t look at it,” Unda called from behind her.
She risked a glance back and saw two similar clouds on either side of Unda, showing him things that she couldn’t see. There were more faces beneath them, more arms lifting and releasing clouds. Each cloud delivered its little nightmare and then dissipated into the air, so that before long a thick mist hung about them like a chill specter of their own fear.
Brinley put her head down and tried to focus on her feet. The path that they followed had become particularly confusing now, with tiny side routes blossoming every few steps. Between that and the mist, she was having difficulty following Archibald and the Swelter Cat.
Suddenly, she came to a crossroads. The ground branched left, right, and continued straight on, but she could only see a few feet through the mist and the others were gone.
“Archibald!” she called. “Tobias!”
A second later, she heard Tobias begin to hum somewhere directly in front of her. Archibald’s voice came out of the mist as well, even closer to her.
“Excellent idea, Tobias,” he said. “That is very helpful.”
Brinley followed Tobias’s humming through the misty tangle of ridges without too much difficulty, making sure that she never went too fast for Unda to keep up. At one intersection, she thought she could hear two voices humming instead of one—one from the right path and one from the left—but then the second voice disappeared. Perhaps she had imagined it.
A moment later a strange noise met her ears. It sounded vaguely like a drum, but she couldn’t quite place it.
She looked up and saw armies marching over the bridge from the Wizard’s Ire. Rank after rank of black, twisted shapes poured into Aberdeen, with Gadjihalt at their head. She was there too, standing alone in the field below the bridge, with the Panthion lying open at her feet. Two figures rose out of it, both of them pitch black, shimmering with the darkness that they had let into their souls. Shael on one side, Molad on the other. Hugo had not survived.
She shivered and dropped her gaze, refusing to believe it.
“They’re just meant to scare us,” she said aloud.
“That’s the spirit!” Archibald said. His voice sounded small, oddly distant. Behind her, Unda gasped.
She turned and found him leaning precariously into the gorge, peering at an image in one of his clouds—rivers and oceans drying up, and what looked like the people of an underwater civilization all screaming his name. She grabbed his coat and pulled him back, and he gave a small shout of surprise. He leaned so far to compensate that he nearly pushed Brinley into the crevasse.
“Oh, sorry! Thank you,” he said. “Nearly lost myself, didn’t I?”
“No problem,” Brinley said shakily.
Brinley placed his hands firmly on her shoulders, and he kept them there until the strip of ground beneath them had widened. The mist began to dissipate a moment later, and soon they were stepping away from the edge of the last crevasse, the sound of laughter fading into a memory behind them.
“Phew,” Unda said. “I, for one, am grateful that is over.”
Brinley nodded her agreement.
“I saw all the water drying up, and all the water creatures dying. And I saw you getting attacked, Magemother, and armies coming over the bridge from the Ire.”
“I saw the armies too,” she said. “And my mother dying.” Brinley felt relieved to talk about it, as if voicing the nightmares made them somehow less real.
“What did you see, Lignumis?” Unda said, his voice suddenly sharp. He turned to look behind him, but Lignumis was nowhere to be seen. “Lignumis?” he called.
At the same moment, Brinley called, “Archibald?”
“What happened to them?” Unda said, rounding on the Swelter Cat.
The Swelter Cat shrugged. “Wandering lost, I do not doubt. If they keep their heads, they may yet get out.”
“Archibald! Lignumis!” Brinley cried, running back to the edge of the cracks. She could see only mist. She listened for a long minute, but no sound came back.
They were gone.



Chapter Six
In which Hugo has lunch with an evil sorcerer
“Hugo,” a voice said. It was the voice that had been calling to him since he arrived in the Panthion—low, gentle, and strangely persuasive, and it was even more powerful in person. Hugo braced himself for an attack from Molad, but it never came.
He kept his eyes shut tight, even under the blindfold, waiting. Surely in this moment, here in the presence of Shael himself, Molad would break free. But he made no move to.
A warm hand brushed his hair, and Hugo flinched. A single finger lifted the blindfold from his head.
A man in tight-fitting black clothing was holding the handkerchief and smiling warmly.
“Hugo, it’s good of you to finally arrive,” he said. “I was beginning to worry that I would have to come looking for you.”
Hugo felt his jaw slacken. There was something about this man that was…relaxing. Could this be Shael? Could this be the man that had killed mages and tried to overthrow the world? He hardly looked evil. He was supposed to be ancient, but he was barely middle-aged. His head was bald, but his beard was still jet black. His eyes were cold, the color of metal, but in that moment they seemed bright and welcoming. He held out his hand.
“Hugo, Mage of Light and Darkness, I am Shael. Welcome to my humble house.”
Hugo didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. After a moment, Shael raised an eyebrow, folded Hugo’s handkerchief in half, and put it in his pocket.
“You will not be needing this,” he said.
“I won’t?” Hugo asked, finding his voice.
Shael shook his head. “I can sense that you are surprised to find yourself still possessed of your faculties. You thought that your darkness would overpower you in my presence?”
Hugo nodded.
“And yet he has not. You see, everything is not as you had imagined. I think that once you get to know me you will realize that I can be of great assistance to you. I want to help you, Hugo. I don’t want to see your mind destroyed. I need you whole.”
There it was.
“For what?” Hugo asked, bracing himself. Shael was certainly not what he had been expecting. Still, he was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Nice or not, Shael couldn’t be trusted. He wished that he had his sword.
“Ah!” Shael snapped his fingers, reached behind him, and pulled Hugo’s sword out of thin air. “You want this, don’t you? Take it.” He flipped the sword around and handed it hilt first to Hugo. “Consider it a gesture of good faith.”
Hugo stared at the sword for a moment. It couldn’t actually be his sword, could it? Gadjihalt had his sword. This one had to be some sort of fabrication. Still, it looked real. He reached out tentatively and grasped the hilt. The moment he did so, he had the undeniable urge to run Shael through with it.
Shael raised an eyebrow. “Of course, killing me right now would be impossible. Not to mention rude.”
Hugo didn’t move, and for a moment they stood there, holding opposite ends of the sword. “I suppose,” Hugo said slowly, “that you could kill me with a glance or something.”
Shael shrugged modestly. “Let’s not find out.”
“Right,” Hugo said. He swiveled the sword slowly and slipped it into the scabbard that he still wore at his side.
Shael took a step toward the center of the room and clapped his hands. Servants entered and placed a small table and two chairs on the tiles in front of the throne. Others came in with wine and platters of bread, cheese, and fruit.
“Sit with me,” Shael said. “We have much to discuss.”
Hugo eyed the table cautiously but remained standing.
“It’s not poisoned,” Shael said with a laugh. He sat down and picked up a piece of bread. “Do you truly not understand why you came here?”
Hugo considered him a moment and then sat. “Why you brought me here, you mean.”
Shael held up a finger. “I invited you, to be sure, but you chose to come. Or at least a part of you did. I did not have the power to force you, nor would I choose to do so.”
“Right,” Hugo said, stabbing a piece of cheese with his fork and taking a bite. He had forgotten how hungry he was. It tasted wonderful.
“I brought you here to tell you the truth, Hugo,” Shael said, lifting his goblet. “The truth about you and me.”
“Fine,” Hugo said. Focusing on his cheese, part of him was still waiting for Molad to awaken. “Go ahead, then.”
Shael folded his hands in his lap and gazed at Hugo intently. “The truth, Hugo, is that we need each other.”
“We do?” Hugo popped a grape in his mouth. “Why?”
“Because only you and I can stop the fighting.”
Hugo glanced up over his food. “What?”
Shael motioned for him to rise, and Hugo followed him to one end of the throne room, where Shael threw open long curtains to reveal a window that looked out over the city.
“Look at all those people,” Shael said. “A whole city full. Do you know what they want?”
Hugo shook his head.
“Freedom, Hugo. The same thing you want. The same thing I want. You want freedom from your fate. You want to be free of that dark half of your mind. I want to be free of this place.” He glanced around at the walls as if they were a cage. Then he pointed back at the window. “These people want to be free to do what makes them happy.”
Hugo snorted. “Yeah. Too bad killing people makes them happy.”
Shael frowned. “Do you really think that’s true? Come now, Hugo. What started the war between your people and mine? What makes them want to kill you?”
Hugo floundered for an answer. “Hate?”
“Fear,” Shael said. “We fear what we do not know. We fear that which is different from us, and soon that fear becomes intolerance, which grows into hatred and violence. Before you know it, we are banishing whole civilizations just because they are different. Even in your own mind, two forces are so different from each other that it has made them enemies.”
“So what?” Hugo said. “Do you expect me to fix it?”
“I expect you to do what you can,” Shael said. “And you expect it of yourself. You are the future king of Aberdeen, and you are the Mage of Light and Darkness. There is much that you can do.”
A glimmer of understanding flashed in Hugo’s mind. “You want me to unite our lands?” he asked. “Aberdeen and the Ire? You want me to become the king and then do what you say? Even if I took your side, the other mages would oppose you.”
Shael shook his head. “That is not what I want.”
“What, then?” Hugo asked. “You want me to let the darkness in me overpower the light, so that you can win your war?”
“I want you to understand the truth!” Shael exclaimed, and some of the kindness seemed to fade from his face.
“What truth?”
“That there is no war to win,” he said.
Shael considered him, expression shifting between dour and hopeful. “What I tell you now is the whole truth. You may not believe me, but the day will come when you will see that I am right.” Shael put a hand to his chin and rubbed his beard as if remembering something. “I have watched your kind, Hugo. Mages of Light and Darkness. I have watched them rise and fall, strive and fail.” He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I admit that sometimes I have encouraged their failing. But no longer. I have finally come to understand something in my old age that I am going to share with you.”
“Why?” Hugo couldn’t figure it out. “What’s your angle? What do you get out of it?”
Shael waved him into silence. “I have learned something about the process of the Mage of Light and Darkness that you do not yet know. An important choice will face you soon. You will be forced to choose between two paths. Two courses of action that will shape your future, and the future of us all.”
Hugo’s eyes narrowed. Was this some kind of trick? There had to be a lie in there somewhere. That was how Shael operated, wasn’t it?
“One day, when your moment comes, the choice will be clear to you, and you will know that I was right. Your burden is to carry the light of the world, and its darkness, within your own soul. Your burden is to balance the light and darkness within yourself, and so for the world at large. Would you agree?”
Grudgingly, Hugo nodded.
“What you do not know,” Shael said, “is that this cannot be done.”
Hugo’s hand slipped off the table nervously and automatically settled on the hilt of his sword. What was Shael talking about?
“All those who have come before you came to this fork in the road of which I speak. It is a place, I am told, that will appear before you quite literally. Your choice will be clear. At the end of one path, you will see a shining door, a brilliant white portal. This is the path of annihilation.”
“Annihi-what?” Hugo said, eyes narrowed. He knew what the word meant, but he was trying to buy time. He needed to focus. He was the Mage of Light and Darkness. He should be able to detect whether Shael was speaking truth or lies.
“Annihilation,” Shael repeated. “It is the path of certain death. On this path, the light and darkness will become unbalanced. Light will rule over the darkness. Everything will become light, they say. Even the darkness will become a shadow of its former self. Balance, then, will be annihilated forever, but so will you.”
“Me?” Hugo said, startled.
“Yes,” Shael said. “That is a price of the path—one of many—and it is a high price to pay. Too high. You will be no more. You will die, annihilated along with the balance that you have broken, and the darkness that you have robbed from the world.”
“And light will prevail,” Hugo finished. “I can see why you don’t like that option.”
To Hugo’s surprise, Shael chuckled. “It is not what you think.” He waved a hand in frustration. “You will understand when you see the path clearly. It must not be taken. It’s that simple. The world as we know it would be over. What would the power of light be in a world without true darkness? It would be like food in a world without hunger. Sleep without weariness, right without wrong. The beauty of light itself would be lost, Hugo.” He winked. “Opposition, Hugo. Contrast, my boy. That is what makes the world worth living in. You, me. Light, dark. We need each other to have meaning. But I waste too many words on lofty concepts.” He sighed. “The fact of the matter is, down one path, light wins, but balance is tipped, and you”—he leaned across the table and poked Hugo in the chest—”are destroyed. That is the path of annihilation.”
Hugo rolled his shoulders uncomfortably, trying to regain his composure. There was a ring of truth to the words that he had just heard. The light writhing within himself recognized them as true. It made him uncomfortable, especially since that truth was coming from such an untrustworthy source. Still, he could tell he didn’t have the whole picture yet. Something was missing. He cleared his throat.
“And the other path?” he asked.
Shael’s eyes brightened, but his face remained grave. “The other path is the one that your predecessors took.”
“Well, that doesn’t bode well, does it?” Hugo said indignantly. “Seeing as how they all failed and died. With your help, by the way.”
Shael twirled his beard in an amused fashion. “Bold, Hugo, saying things like that here, under my roof, under my power…but no matter. You are correct, more or less. They took the path, and they failed. But I believe they failed because they did not truly understand the choice that they had made.”
“Educate me, then,” Hugo said, leaning back and reaching for the food again.
Shael nodded. “The second path is the path of balance. It is a hard road to take, a confusing road, because it isn’t going anywhere.”
Hugo frowned. “What do you mean it isn’t going anywhere?”
Shael chuckled. “You don’t see it yet? I mean that there is nothing to fix, Hugo. Haven’t you been listening to me? Light and dark were meant to live in opposition. There is no peace to be found. No balance to be struck…” He closed his eyes, and Hugo felt another mind tugging at the corner of his own. The sensation was not unlike Brinley calling to him from afar, except that this mind was different—unflinching, wild, complicated. It was Shael’s mind.
“Have you named it yet?” Shael said. “The darkness?”
“Molad,” Hugo said before he could stop himself. As soon as he did, he wished he hadn’t. He wasn’t sure why. It was just a name, after all.
Shael rolled it over a few times slowly. “Molad. Molad. Yes. A good choice.” He leaned forward again. “What I am saying is that you will never conquer Molad, and he will never conquer you.” He rose from his seat and clapped his hands again. Servants came and cleared away the food and brought more wine. Shael whispered to one of them and the servant brought out a thin rectangular stone tablet and a velvet bag. Shael indicated the table, and the servant set them there with a bow before disappearing.
“Do you know how to play Dominion?” Shael asked. “It is a favorite pastime of mine.”
Hugo nodded and poured the playing pieces onto the table as Shael set up the board. Perfectly smooth stones, white on one side and black on the other, skittered onto the surface between them, and Hugo pushed half of them toward his opponent.
“I will be black,” Shael said.
Hugo set up the starting stones and then placed his first piece. While he worked, Shael raised a hand and a servant brought him a small tray with an apple on it, which he bit into. The game proceeded rapidly, and Hugo could tell that Shael had the upper hand. Dominion was all about strategy. That’s what he loved about it, white capturing black and turning black to white. Black recapturing. The point of the game was to have more of your color face up at the end. Captures were made by surrounding opposing pieces with your own, which allowed you to flip them over and change them to your own color. Thus huge portions of the board could change in a single move, and it often wasn’t over until the last piece was cast. Dominion was never boring.
“You see, Hugo,” Shael said. “Black struggles against white. White struggles against black. Both seek domination. But the fact remains that they are two sides of the same coin. Two halves of the same game. The game itself is already in balance. So too with life. Do you see what I am saying?” Shael placed a black tile that surrounded several of Hugo’s and captured five stones. He took another bite of apple, closing his eyes to savor the taste.
“But I thought I was supposed to find the balance,” Hugo protested. He made a magnificent move and placed a corner piece. It would be impossible for Shael to capture it later.
Shael nodded. “Something is out of balance, but it’s not what you think.” He placed another piece and turned an entire line of Hugo’s stones to black on the other side of the board. Hugo felt his mind go numb, the way it always did in his lessons when the answer was right in front of him but he couldn’t see it.
“You’ve seen it before with games,” Shael went. “The game is always in balance. As in life, it matters little what moves you make, what side you play on. Every piece has its role. It is so simple, and yet the whole point of the game—to have fun—is often thwarted by something that is out of balance.” Shael placed another piece, and Hugo could see that he was about to lose.
“The people playing the game,” Hugo said. There was only one move left for him to make. It didn’t gain him anything, but there were no other options. Shael had forced his hand.
Shael smiled. “Precisely.” He placed his final stone and the game was over. The board was covered in black, the only exception being Hugo’s one, cleverly placed corner piece. Shael looked at him critically. “Are you disappointed that you lost?”
“No,” Hugo said honestly.
Shael nodded. “You are an accomplished player. I expect that you have won many games, and that you have lost even more while you were learning. You are as used to losing as you are to winning. You don’t take it too seriously.”
That wasn’t exactly true. Hugo hadn’t lost in quite some time, but he got the point. “It is the players that move out of balance,” He guessed. “They forget the game is just a game, and they stop having fun.”
Shael placed a hand on his shoulder. “Herein lies your power to change the world, Hugo. Come to peace with the game in your own mind. Realize that there is nothing wrong with the struggle between good and evil, light and dark. Realize that it matters less what piece you play, what roles you embrace, what moves you make, as long as you enjoy the game. End the resistance. Then the peace that you find within will spread to the whole world. That is your power as a mage.”
“And the struggle between light and darkness will continue,” Hugo said.
Shael shrugged. “Light and dark will always struggle against each other. It is the struggling against the struggle—fighting the inevitable—that so drains the human soul. You can heal this in the world. That is your power.”
“So I end the struggle by not ending the struggle?” Hugo said, almost laughing. “I make peace by forcing everyone to be at peace with a world at war?”
Shael grinned and began setting up the game again. “Precisely.”
Hugo stood and flung the board across the room. It cracked against the stone floor and the pieces scattered and bounced and rolled. Shael sat frozen, staring at the place on the table where the game had been, and they both listened to the sound of a single, solitary stone still rolling around the perimeter of the room, perfectly balanced on edge. Finally, there was silence.
“You’re insane,” Hugo whispered. “I won’t play your game.”
Shael tapped a finger against the table, and spoke slowly. “I think you will find that easier said than done.” He clapped his hands and the large doors at the end of the room sprung open. Two of the strange black-feathered guards marched in, carrying Cannon between them. He struggled and kicked his legs, but they just lifted him higher into the air. “Let me down, you birdbrained brutes!” he shouted. “Oh. Hello, Hugo.”
“Charming of you to bring a friend along,” Shael said flatly, rising to his feet. Then he barked at Cannon, “On your knees!”
When Cannon didn’t obey, the guards forced him down, and he grunted as his knees struck stone.
Hugo felt himself tense. It had seemed like a game up to this point, hardly even real, like a dream, but now that he had come to the end of it he found himself resisting. Molad sensed his unease and twitched restlessly in the back of his mind.
Shael pushed the table aside slowly and moved so that he was almost nose to nose with Hugo. He reached for Hugo’s sword and drew it slowly from its scabbard. “I have been patient,” he said. “I have fed you, and sat with you, and reasoned with you, and let you insult me, but my good humor is at an end. You forget that you are only one half of the coin. I had hoped that you would be able to see reason. That I would not have to force you. This endless struggle is what will destroy you in the end, but perhaps you need a break.”
He held up his hand in front of Hugo’s face and made a pulling motion. At the same time, Hugo felt Molad’s strength and resolve swell. He clamped his eyes shut and forced Molad back, willing himself to stay in control. Pain exploded inside his head at the place where their desires clashed, bending him over double.
Peace, he thought frantically, searching for some, but he could not find it. He wasn’t at peace. His friend was going to die now, and it would be his fault. He finally had answers, but they were not the answers that he wanted.
“Open your eyes, Hugo,” Shael said. His voice was farther away now. “Let Molad out, and I promise you will see your friend alive again.”
Hugo opened his eyes and saw Shael holding his sword against Cannon’s throat.
“Your control is impressive,” Shael said, “but pointless. It doesn’t matter to me whether this one lives or dies.” He lifted the sword slightly, causing Cannon to rise up on tiptoes.
Hugo relinquished his hold on Molad. The force inside his mind rushed outward, pulling him back, and Hugo found himself confined to a dark place.
The cell that he had sworn he would never be locked in again.



Chapter Seven
In which Tabitha plays in the dirt
Tabitha and Chantra flew a mile high over the cold mountains north of the forest of Gan-Gara.
“How much farther?” Tabitha asked. “It’s only going to get colder the farther north we go.”
“Not much,” Chantra said. “I guess it is a bit chilly, isn’t it?” She teetered on Tabitha’s back as a gust of wind buffeted the great swan’s wings, and barely grabbed Tabitha’s neck in time to keep herself from falling.
“Hold on,” Tabitha said. “I have an idea to keep you warm.”
“No need,” Chantra said.
Tabitha felt Chantra’s body become suddenly warm on her back as if it were heating from the inside. “Wow!” she said. “It must be nice to be the Mage of Fire.”
“It has its advantages,” Chantra agreed, sweeping her hair out of the wind and tying it into a bun.
“Hold on a second,” Tabitha said. “That gives me an idea.”
Chantra screeched in surprise as the swan beneath her began to change shape. In a moment, she was riding on the back of a dragon instead. Tabitha released a jet of fire into the cold winter air and bathed herself in warmth.
“Oh, yes,” Chantra said, nodding her approval. “This is much better. I don’t know why we haven’t been traveling like this the whole time.”
They passed the next few hours in relative silence, watching as the moon came out in the night sky. Finally, when most of the mountain range was behind them, Chantra’s voice came over the wind, “I can’t believe he has come here!”
“Here where?” Tabitha said, scanning the ground for something recognizable.
“Don’t you know where we are?” Chantra said.
The last mountain passed beneath them and a wide plain of dark, empty soil came into view. It looked as if it had been tilled by farmers hundreds of years ago and then left barren. There were still remnants of plow lines and heaps of earth, but there were other things as well. Great piles of bones were scattered here and there upon the soil, some of them half covered by stones, others lying open under the sun.
“The Fallow Fields,” Tabitha said reverently. She remembered the place from her lessons with Belterras. The dragons had taken a liking to the this land hundreds of years ago, right after the farmers had finished plowing it—something in the smell of the soil, they thought, or the dark, flat nature of the land, or maybe the protective ring of mountains that hemmed in the valley—and taken it for themselves. The farmers had tried, foolishly, to take it back from them. It was a vain attempt, but they did manage to kill one dragon. The very first dragon to die at the hands of men. Since then the place had become a graveyard of sorts for the dragons.
“But they came here to die!” Tabitha exclaimed. “You don’t think Kuzo is really ready to die, do you?”
“No,” Chantra said. “That’s not the only thing they came here for. Once he told me that this place is sacred to them. The dragons, I mean. He said that they sometimes come here to get guidance.”
“From who?” Tabitha wondered aloud, but Chantra had no answer.
Tabitha circled the fields, but could find no signs of movement below.
“I know I feel him down there,” Chantra said, and Tabitha could hear the confusion in her voice. “This doesn’t make any sense. He should be here. There!”
Tabitha curled her head back and followed Chantra’s finger to a tiny stream of smoke curling up from the ground. They landed next to it and Tabitha hopped back several paces in surprise. “It’s hot right under the dirt.”
“It looks like someone just barely covered something up here,” Chantra said, pointing to an irregularity in the dirt. “Sweep it away with your tail, Tabitha, so we can see what’s underneath.”
“Okay,” Tabitha said brightly. “I love playing in the dirt.” A second later, her mouth fell open at the sight of what lay beneath the soil. Under the thin layer of dirt the earth was nearly molten. It was so hot that if Tabitha jumped on it she thought she might break through and fall into the liquid rock that pooled beneath the crusted surface.
“I don’t understand what this is,” Tabitha said. Chantra slid down Tabitha’s tail onto a patch of ground, oblivious of the heat. A second later, she closed her eyes.
“Ooh,” Tabitha said, returning to her own shape to step up beside Chantra. She had to dance periodically from one foot to the other because of the heat. “Are you talking to the fire? What does it say?”
“Shhh…”
Tabitha wrinkled her nose in distaste. “That’s a strange thing for it to say. And not very helpful, really.”
“No,” Chantra hissed. “I’m talking to you, Tabitha. Shhh.”
Tabitha’s eyes went wide. “Ohh,” she whispered back. “Sorry.” She folded her arms and tried to wait quietly as she watched Chantra standing there. She tapped her foot while she waited, then looked up excitedly as Chantra bent down to touch the edge of the smoldering earth. Chantra’s hand turned the color of fire when she touched it, and Tabitha was sure that she was about to make a grand pronouncement, but she simply stood back up and folded her arms thoughtfully.
Tabitha let out a perturbed puff of air and blew her bangs out of her eyes. “This is taking a long time,” she said under her breath.
Chantra glanced at her. “He was here. But now he is gone. He was very angry when he came. He wanted to get into the Wizard’s Ire, but he saw that the bridge was blocked, so he came here. He poured his anger into the ground. He blew fire for a long time—hours. Until he was spent…so much fire…” She blinked and opened her eyes. “Wherever he is now, he doesn’t have much fire left. It will take him about a day to get it back.”
“Why would he do that?” Tabitha said. “Won’t he be cold?”
Chantra was staring at the smoldering earth solemnly. “There are two possibilities,” she said quietly. “The first is that he was simply trying to blow off some steam, clear his head, and now he is feeling much better.”
“And the second?”
“Well,” Chantra said slowly, “when a dragon exhausts his fire like this, it comes back much stronger for a while. Kuzo told me that they used to do this in the old days before they went into battle with one another, back in the days of the dragon wars, before there were people in Aberdeen.”
Tabitha gulped. “Battle? But whose side is he going to be on?”
Chantra cocked her head. “I’m not sure. I don’t even know if he is sure yet. That’s what worries me. He has great cause to hate Shael and Gadjihalt, because of what they did to his beloved. Nor can he be entirely pleased with Aberdeen, or the king of the gnomes for imprisoning him for so long.”
Tabitha took a step forward. “Then we have to find him. We just have to. Will you be able to sense him now, with all his fire gone?”
Chantra shook her head. “I doubt it.”
“Then we’ll just have to do it the old-fashioned way,” Tabitha replied, changing back into a dragon herself. “We’ll ask the birds to help us. They’ll be able to help. Everything will be okay as long as we find him.”
Chantra climbed onto her back. “I hope you’re right, Tabitha,” she said. “I hope you’re right.”



Chapter Eight
In which Archibald is lost
It took Archibald some time to realize that he had been separated from the others. It happened, as he later determined, when he came to a fork in the road. One path went left, the other right, and for a moment he thought he heard Tobias humming from both sides. The voice from the left path was much louder, however, so he went that way, thinking little of it. And that was his mistake.
Five minutes later he was still following sound of the Swelter Cat’s humming. He heard Brinley’s voice from a surprising distance and responded, then slowed so that she could catch up, but she never did. He was about to call out to her again when he became distracted by a giant face appearing in the darkness beneath him. The giant made no move to attack him. Rather, it tilted its head back and laughed so loudly that he nearly toppled into the abyss. He had seen the others attacked like this earlier, but so far he had not been targeted. Now, he realized, it was his turn.
Out of the giant’s mouth there issued a dark cloud with something inside of it. A memory, Archibald realized, from his own life. It was the moment when he had discovered that his wife Lewilyn, the previous Magemother, had taken their daughter, Brinley, and hidden her away for her own protection. He looked away from the image, shaken. It was not a thing that he liked to remember. He could see the need for keeping Brinley safe, but why she had done it without including him in the plan, he had never understood.
The day the summoning bell called Brinley back into Aberdeen was the first time in years that he had dared to hope for joy in his life. More than anything, he wanted a family again. He had lost his daughter, and his wife, but now there was a chance to win them both back.
If only it were that simple…Brinley’s adventures had taken her into danger right away. She was tasked with finding the mages, saving her mother, and preventing a war, not to mention saving the man who had been her father on Earth—the man who had done what should have been Archibald’s to do. Next to all that, the secret that he carried seemed a small thing, too small to trouble her with. But maybe he had been wrong to wait. Heaven knew, he had been wrong about a great many things before.
He shook the thoughts out of his head. There was another cloud now, showing him a scene not out of his past, but from his nightmares. He paid it no heed. He had guessed that the purpose of the clouds was to remind a person of their weaknesses and, if they were shakable, put them off balance enough to send them teetering into oblivion. But for Archibald, who was well acquainted with his fears and faults, it was a small thing to press on through the cracks and retain his balance.
When he made it to the edge of the cracks, the mist dissipated enough for him to see the Swelter Cat up ahead, and the humming stopped.
“Tobias,” Archibald said, coming up alongside him as the path joined with regular ground again. “I believe we lost the others back there. Brinley was behind me a few moments ago, but I do not see her now. Shall we go back for them?”
The Swelter Cat turned, and in the blink of an eye, he was gone. In his place stood the Mage of Wood.
Archibald’s mind raced to make sense of what he saw. Lignumis—the Janrax, opened his mouth to say something, but Archibald cut him off. He raised his cane and buried the silver ram’s head handle in the Janrax’s chest. There was a loud bang like the sound of a battering ram, and the Janrax was knocked down with such force that he might have been thrown to the ground by a giant. His body made a shallow crater in the luminescent ground and then skidded on for several feet.
Archibald followed its path cautiously, holding the cane before him.
Slowly, a thin, ragged form pushed itself away from the ground where Lignumis had fallen, but it no longer resembled the Mage of Wood. It was a man, ancient and bent, with skin as dark as the abyss above their heads. The man was far older and far frailer than any person that Archibald had ever seen. For a moment, Archibald regretted the swiftness of his attack.
The Janrax made it onto all fours and then crumpled against the ground again, managing to prop himself up on one arm to look at Archibald. He laughed then, and something dark and shiny trickled from the corner of his mouth. “I see that I was wise to choose to eliminate you first, Archibald,” he said. “Though I admit, I had forgotten the rumors that I heard about your love for the old Magemother, and hers for you. Did she give you that cane?”
Archibald nodded. “Before your master stole her from me.”
“Not my master,” the Janrax protested. He was scooting along the ground now, away from Archibald and toward a circular hatch in the ground, like the one that they had seen earlier. “It was Lux Tennebris that she fled from, not Shael.”
“All darkness has the same master,” Archibald said, closing the distance between them.
The Janrax placed his hand on the handle of the hatch and tried to lift himself into a seated position again, but failed, and he slumped back against the ground in defeat. “You took a terrible risk coming here, Archibald.”
“Sometimes a person must risk everything to become who they were meant to be.”
The Janrax winced and prodded his chest as if looking for broken bones. The fabric of his shirt was singed and torn where Archibald’s cane had struck, and the flesh was swelling up fast. “And who were you meant to be?”
“A father,” Archibald said.
The Janrax shifted, peering up at him with a puzzled expression. It cleared a moment later, and he whispered, “Brinley, your daughter?” He frowned. “Yes. It makes sense. How could we have missed it, I wonder?” He shook himself. “No matter. What’s done is done.” He struggled to gain his footing again and then slipped back down, gripping the handle of the hatch for support. “Finish it, Archibald,” he spat. “I am too dangerous to leave alive.”
At his own words, the Janrax slipped a hand into his cloak and withdrew a short wooden wand. He pointed it at Archibald. Archibald raised his cane again and brought it down, splintering the wand with a thunderous crack.
Something happened then that Archibald did not expect: the Janrax moved with incredible speed, grabbing the end of the cane. He tugged, pulling Archibald forward, and at the same time he rolled to the side and lifted the hatch that he had been lying on. Too late, Archibald tried to let go, but he was already falling through the hole. He jerked suddenly, and his body became caught in space, suspended above an infinite abyss. His silver pocket watch had fallen out and fortuitously caught on the latch of the grate. He managed to grab the other end of the chain just as it tore free from his vest. He nearly slipped then, but got a second hand around the chain just in time. He grunted with the effort. The chain was thin, and his palms were wet with sweat.
The Janrax’s head appeared in the hole above him. “Good-bye, Archibald,” he said. “That was a valiant effort. More than I expected from you.” He glanced at the watch and clicked his tongue. “A stroke of good fortune, but not good enough, I’m afraid.” He reached down and grasped the chain, preparing to wrench it away.
“Please don’t do that,” Archibald said. “It was a gift, you know, and I am rather…attached to it.”
The Janrax smiled and let go. “Such poise, even in death.”
Archibald returned the smile weakly. “First one must find dignity in life.” He slipped another inch on the chain and winced with the effort.
The Janrax laughed and flicked the brim of Archibald’s hat. Archibald, who had forgotten that he still had it on, watched it tumble into the darkness out of the corner of his eye.
The Janrax patted him on the cheek. “Sorry, old boy,” he said. “I’ll be sure to pass the watch on to your daughter for you before she dies.”
He tugged the chain away, and Archibald, without so much as a final cry, fell into darkness.
***
Brinley and Unda wanted to go back and look for the others, but the Swelter Cat refused. He explained—poetically, of course—that he was responsible for the Magemother, not her numerous superfluous attendants. He ended his speech with ten couplets on the nature of his employment, namely, that he did not work for them. Finally, just when Unda had decided to go back and look for them alone, Lignumis came striding out of the mist.
“Thank heavens!” Lignumis exclaimed when he saw them. He clutched at his sides and shivered. “I lost you pretty good back there. I can’t believe you didn’t hear me shouting!”
“Shouting? I heard no shouting. Where is Archibald?” Unda demanded.
“Archibald?” Lignumis said, confused. He glanced around. “I thought he was with you. Wasn’t he up front?”
Brinley slumped to the ground. “He was,” she said. “But then he was gone. We thought maybe he was with you, since you were lost too.”
Lignumis shook his head. “I lost you at a crossroads. I thought I heard Tobias down both paths, and then I took the wrong one. It took a while to retrace my steps.”
“I remember that spot,” Brinley said. “I heard the same thing.”
“Some trick of the canyon walls, no doubt,” Lignumis said. “Are we going to go back and look for him?”
“You’re not,” Unda said. “Brinley and I will go. You stay here with Tobias.” He stepped to within a few inches of Lignumis and stared him down. “I don’t trust you,” he whispered. “If you have done something to him, you will pay for it.”
Lignumis glanced between Unda and Brinley. “What are you talking about?” he said. “Don’t trust me? What have I done to you?”
Unda addressed Brinley. “There is a shape changer among us, Magemother. That much we know. And he has been targeting the mages. What better way for him to strike than to pose as a mage himself?” He whirled on Lignumis. “There is something wrong with this one,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, but it has bothered me from the beginning. He does not feel like a mage to me. Have you tested him? Are you sure you know what he is?”
“Unda!” Brinley said, shocked. “What are you saying?”
“Me, the Janrax?” Lignumis said hotly. “Me, attack Belterras? Why not you? You are the only one with no good reason to be on this journey. I was invited. Why are you here? Did you think it would be a convenient time to strike?”
“I came to watch you,” Unda said, grabbing the other man’s jacket fiercely.
Lignumis swept his hands away. “A convenient story, now that you have accused me.”
“Stop it! Both of you!” Brinley shouted. “I won’t have this kind of talk.” She put a hand to her head. “I can’t believe it of either one of you.”
“Come with me, Magemother,” Unda said. “Come and look for Archibald. I do not think it wise for you to stay with Lignumis.”
“And I don’t think it wise for you to go with Unda,” Lignumis said.
Brinley looked from one to the other, at a loss for what to do. Then, without warning, a deep, grating noise split the air and the ground shook beneath their feet.
“Look!” Unda cried. “The cracks!”
Sure enough, the Cracks of Laughter were shifting. Canyons widened here, shortened there. Others bent sideways. The earthquake grew and Brinley was knocked to her knees by the vibrations. The path that had led into the Cracks of Laughter broke away from the ground they stood on. Everywhere she looked, the Cracks were changing. A moment later, it was done, and the maze was completely transformed.
“There is no way he survived that,” Unda whispered. “Can you imagine? Out there on a tiny ledge, with everything moving?”
“What’s done is done,” the Swelter Cat said solemnly. “The cracks have changed. With our passing, they’ve rearranged.”
“Archibald,” Brinley whispered, tears filling her eyes.
“Have some faith in your friend,” the Swelter Cat said. “It may not be the end. The darkness below is not all it pretends.”
“What does that mean?” Unda snapped.
“It means that he doesn’t know what’s going on either,” Lignumis said, glaring at Unda. “Come on. We had better just keep moving. Together.”
***
“We have come to the Forest of Root,” the Swelter Cat said cheerfully an hour later. “Would anyone care for some fruit?”
Brinley stepped around Lignumis and saw a beautiful sight. It was a wide orchard of strange, golden-brown trees. They were all wider than they were tall, with long, rootlike branches that fanned out in all directions.
“These are the roots of the king’s fruit orchard,” Lignumis said. “Don’t you agree, Unda?” It was the first time that the two had spoken to each other since they had left the Cracks of Laughter, and Brinley could feel the tension in the air.
“Very likely,” Unda said finally, staring at the ground. Brinley followed his gaze and saw that in Aberdeen there was truly a large orchard in front of them.
“I had no idea that this is what tree roots look like!” Brinley said.
“It’s not,” Lignumis said shortly. “Except here, apparently. For one thing, fruit does not grow from the roots of a tree.”
The Swelter Cat knocked a ripe-looking white orb from the tree and rolled it toward Brinley. She picked it up and took a bite. It was juicy and crisp and tasted like milk and honeycomb.
“Brilliant!” Unda exclaimed after taking a bite of his own fruit. “I think I’ll eat at least five of these.” He settled down against a tree and stretched his legs. “I’m exhausted. How long were we in those cracks?”
As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Brinley’s heart sank. She stared at her fruit sullenly, thinking of Archibald. When she looked up, Unda had a sick look on his face too.
“A short time, and a long time,” the Swelter Cat answered. “Here fear turns right to wrong time.”
“That doesn’t make a bit of sense,” Lignumis said.
“I think he means that time doesn’t move the same way in Inveress,” Brinley said. “And maybe fear changes it even more.”
The Swelter Cat nodded appreciatively, then glared at Lignumis. “Someone has a brain. Not you. You still have some smarts to gain.”
Brinley laughed, then stopped abruptly as the implications of this new information washed over her. How much time had passed? She thought of the summoning bell and her words to Animus. She needed to be ready at exactly noon on the third day if they were going to get out of this place as planned. She studied the position of the sun in the sky through the ground. It looked like late afternoon, but was it the same day, or a new one altogether? Surely they hadn’t been in the cracks for that long…
The Swelter Cat was on his feet again, walking into the trees. “Come, come,” he said. “We can just make our mark before night gets too dark.”
When they reached the other end of the orchard, the ground dropped away into a sharp valley.
“The Mountain of Garragon,” Unda said. “Is it hollow?”
“It was rumored to be, long ago,” Lignumis said. “Obviously it was true.”
“We’re going down into a mountain?” Brinley asked, trying to picture it in her mind.
“It is a high mountain,” Unda said. “If the whole thing is hollow, this valley will plunge deeper than we want to climb. Why don’t we just go around it? The lake lies straight ahead of us.”
“You can go around, but you’ll never arrive,” the Swelter Cat said. “If you want to reach Cyus, you must take a dive.”
“A dive?” Lignumis asked.
“There is a pool on the top of the mountain,” Unda said. “A deep pool. I have been there several times. It is one of the entrances to the realm of the merfolk. No doubt there is a mirror pool of some sort on this side, down at the bottom of this valley.”
They followed Tobias, and soon the ground had become so steep that they were taking the descent by means of improvised switchbacks. There was no real trail, but they took the ground at a sideways angle for some time and then switched back in the opposite direction, angling farther down.
As they continued to descend, night began to fall, and the light filtering through the golden ground began to fade until there was barely enough light to walk by. They could not see anything ahead of them, and had to walk close on the Swelter Cat’s heels. Presumably, his cat eyes afforded him better sight in the dim light.
By the time they made it to the bottom of the valley they could no longer see the top, and what had started as a wide, sloping bowl had narrowed into a hundred-foot-wide basin with a lake in the center. It was brighter here, and a faint gray light was issuing from the lake.
“More of a pond, isn’t it?” Brinley said as they approached. There was no way around it, as the water went right up to the edges of the valley and the walls on either side of it were too steep to walk on. “I see what you meant by diving, Tobias. We’re going to have to wade through. Oh, it’s beautiful!” Now that she was close enough to look into the water, she saw that it was sprinkled and dotted with a myriad of stars, which the water was reflecting from the night sky of Aberdeen. She reached down to brush a star with her finger, and the Swelter Cat said loudly, “Do not touch the pool, my friend, unless you wish to meet your end.”
Brinley snatched her hand back. “Thank you, Tobias,” she said. She gave him a wink that she didn’t know if he could see in the half light. “Tell me, do you really think of me as your friend, or did you just need a quick rhyme?” Brinley felt almost guilty for making an attempt at humor. How could she, when Archibald was lost? Dead maybe…but something told her that he was all right. In any case, he would have wanted her to go on in the best spirit that she could.
Brinley turned to Unda, who seemed lost in his own thoughts, staring into the pool. Below them, the light that had filtered through the ground from Aberdeen was beginning to fade.
“We’ll stop here for the night,” the Swelter cat announced. “Rest until it’s bright.”
“I’m going to look for Archibald,” Lignumis said.
Unda stirred, but said nothing. Brinley caught Lignumis’s arm. “It’s too dark,” she said. “You’ll get lost.”
Lignumis brushed her away. “I have all night. If I get lost, I’ll just have to find my way out. Besides, you forget. I lived for years in the Wizard’s Ire. Darkness is not something that I fear. Anywaym, someone has to look for him.”
At that last, she let him go. She watched him climb back the way they had come until he was out of sight. Then she took a seat beside Unda. “You should get some sleep,” she said.
“I won’t be able to sleep.”
“Neither will I,” she admitted.
They both turned to glance at Tobias, who let out a loud, snore-like purr.
“Do you really think Lignumis is…” she couldn’t finish the thought.
“I don’t know,” He tossed a pebble into the water and they watched a hundred stars bob up and down on the rippling surface. “Something is wrong with him. That’s why I came.”
“He can’t get his power back,” Brinley said. “That’s why I brought him.”
Unda’s hand froze in midair. He dropped the pebble that he was about to throw and laid his hands in his lap. “I don’t know if I trust him less because of that, or more. I remember, all that time my power was gone, my greatest fear was that I would never get it back.”
Brinley bit her lip, looking for something to say.
“I know,” he said. “It sounds bad, talking like that. But it’s the truth. Anyway, if Lignumis is who he claims to be, then he’s living out my own nightmare. If he’s the Janrax…well…no wonder he can’t receive a mage’s power.”
Brinley nodded. She reached out to touch Unda’s mind but felt nothing. No walls this time, no prison, just emptiness. It felt like some part of her had died. An image of the snake-head man flashed in her mind and she pushed it away.
She pulled out her sketchbook and began to draw Unda beside the lake. She needed to relax. She needed to think. No. She needed to stop thinking. She drew and drew, but it wasn’t working. Everywhere she turned, her mind came back to Lignumis. Even the sketch that she had made of Unda looked more like the Mage of Wood.
She curled up on the ground behind Unda, feeling tired at last. Her mood had improved too, she noticed. Maybe in the morning she could have some time alone with Lignumis. She would try to go into his mind the way that she had gone into Belterras’s. Maybe there was something there that had slipped out of place, some part of himself that he was hiding from. She remembered when she too had been hiding from her power, her responsibilities. She had actually become invisible trying to hide from herself! Lignumis couldn’t be as bad off as she had been. Maybe there was hope for him yet.



Chapter Nine
In which Hugo has very bad luck
Hugo knelt within the lonely cell of his own mind, powerless to stop what his body was doing as Molad spoke with Shael. Previously, when Molad had taken control of their body, Hugo had awakened afterward with no memory of the experience. Was it his growing awareness of the struggle between them that was allowing him to remain conscious now, or was it just some kind of fluke? Either way, he wasn’t complaining. This way, he could try to take action. He might be able to fight back as Molad often did with him.
The strength of his mental prison seemed to vary as Molad’s self-control grew or waned. Sometimes, when Shael said something that confused or upset him, Hugo caught glimpses of what was going on outside. He would hear the conversation for a moment and see through Molad’s eyes. But then all would be black again. There was no major lapse in Molad’s self-control until sometime later, when he was leading Cannon toward the dungeon at sword-point. Gradually, the foggy black walls of Hugo’s prison brightened, and he began to see what Molad saw.
“So, Mr. Poopy Pants,” Cannon was saying casually, “You and me again, just like old times.”
“Quiet,” Molad grunted.
“I do have to ask,” Cannon went on. “Is this really your master plan? You’re going to be Shael’s new servant? His puppet, with no will of your own, attending to menial chores?”
“Shut up and walk,” Molad said, but Hugo felt anger spike in his mind. The world became even clearer then, and Hugo wondered if Cannon was doing this on purpose.
“I expect that he’ll have you scrubbing the latrines next,” Cannon said. “Make sure you don’t fall in. You wouldn’t want to get any poopier than you already are…”
Molad bristled with anger and poked Cannon in the back with his sword, making Cannon hop and slip on the stairs. Hugo could now see the details of the torchlit stairs that they descended and the little blossom of blood under Cannon’s shirt where Molad had poked him. They weren’t alone, he saw; there were two guards, one in front and one behind them. Shael wasn’t taking any chances.
“Shael will teach me how to rid myself of Hugo,” Molad said. “That is why he brought me here. He told me so.”
Didn’t you hear? Hugo said in Molad’s mind. There is no getting rid of each other. I mean, there is a way for me to get rid of you, technically, if I want to sacrifice myself and ruin the world. But I’m afraid you’re just stuck with me.
“Silence!” Molad said, and Cannon turned curiously.
“I didn’t say anything.” He gave Molad a shrewd look as the front guard pulled him roughly down the stairs. The chains that bound his hands and feet clanked loudly against stone as he stumbled. “You hear him in your mind, don’t you? Like he could hear you? He must be getting strong to affect you here, in the heart of darkness.”
Hugo felt a surge of hope at Cannon’s words, and Molad kicked Cannon in the back, which caused him to stumble into the front guard and knock them both over.
“Ouch!” Cannon shouted. He got to his feet with difficulty and shoved the guard back down. “Do you have any brains at all, Mr. Poopy Pants? Or is your head full of wax?” Cannon stopped suddenly and looked up. “Or is it full of something else? I mean, just think about your pants…”
It was the last straw. Screaming in fury, Molad dropped his sword and grabbed Cannon by the throat with both hands, pinning him against the wall.
“Hugo,” Cannon said with difficulty, straining in Molad’s hands. “Now!”
While Molad’s anger mounted, Hugo had found his cell walls growing thinner and thinner. At the same time, the world outside felt closer and closer, as if he might reclaim control over his body with enough willpower. Now, at Cannon’s words, he threw the full force of his mind against Molad, straining to feel his body again, to control it.
Molad caught on to the coup in his mind just in time to stop Hugo from regaining control in one fell swoop, but the battle was by no means over. Their body, having no clear master, was rendered momentarily powerless, and slumped to the floor.
Cannon scooped up Hugo’s sword awkwardly with his shackled hands and then dropped painfully onto his backside to avoid a lunge from the rear guard. Luckily, the guard tripped over him in the scuffle, and Cannon caught him in the shins with the tip of the blade, causing him to howl and topple down the stairs, knocking the second guard off balance with his fall. Abandoning the sword, Cannon took the second guard by the helmet and smacked his head against the wall three times in quick succession, hoping that the resulting clanging noises would not attract more soldiers. The guard groaned and slumped over sideways, and Cannon retrieved the keys from his belt.
He unlocked the shackles on his wrists and ankles as quickly as he could, then glanced around to get his bearings. They were almost to the dungeons, so they didn’t want to go farther down. There were guards coming down from above; he could hear their boots on the stairs (probably due to all that helmet clanging). The wall to one side was solid stone, and the windows on the other side looked down over a river, thirty feet below them. They might survive that drop, but then again, they might not. Above him, Hugo was still sprawled across the stairs where he had fallen. He was staring blankly into space.
“Hugo?” Cannon said. “What do you think of our options? Are you back? Or are you still busy in there?”
Hugo’s eyes flutered closed at the sound of Cannon’s voice.
“Bother,” Cannon muttered, hurrying to his side. He hefted his friend onto his shoulder with an effort. “About as useful as a sack of potatoes, and twice as heavy,” he grumbled. “Don’t bother getting up, I’ll handle everything myself.”
The boots on the stairs were almost upon them now. “We don’t have time for this,” Cannon said. Then, hoping wildly that the shock of cold water might wake Hugo up, He picked up Hugo’s sword again and knocked out the nearest window. The first of the soldiers appeared above him on the stairs and he twisted around to knock him in the chest with the hilt of the sword. The guard crumpled to his knees and two more came up behind him and tried to push him out of the way.
Cannon stepped out of the window, sword in one hand, the other braced around Hugo.
If he had been a moment sooner, they both would have fallen—if not to safety, then at least to freedom. As it was, a pair of strong hands snatched Hugo out of the air at the last second. Cannon held on momentarily, dangling in the air. Then he slipped free and fell alone into the river.
***
Hugo felt cold crash down around him and opened his eyes in terror. He was on his knees, but his face was underwater. Someone was holding his head in a barrel, strong arms forcing him down.
They pulled him back up and he gasped for air.
“See,” a voice grunted. “Told you that would wake him up. Now put him down there.”
Hugo blinked, but all he could see were shadows. Then a door opened in the floor before him and faint torchlight flashed around the room. He was in a prison. There were guards all around him.
“Hold this,” one said, and shoved a length of rope into Hugo’s hands. It had a strange smell to it, as if it had been soaked in something.
“Hold on tight,” another said, and then kicked Hugo’s knees in from behind. His legs buckled and he tumbled into the hole, clinging to the rope. He fell fifteen feet before the rope snapped taut. He yelped as his arms locked jarringly and then slipped several inches, hands on fire. He groaned in pain, but somehow he managed to hold on.
“Put your feet down, fool!”
Hugo reached out with his legs and felt a thin ledge. He stepped onto it. The torch that he had seen from above was burning in the wall beside him. The ledge beneath his feet was less than a square foot and fell off on three sides into a pitch black abyss. He thought he could hear water running down there somewhere, but judging by the sound of it, it was a long way down. The light of the torch didn’t reach that far. The chamber itself was immense; a square structure, with flat stone walls fifty feet wide. The only shape that broke up their slick vertical sides was the torch at his shoulder and the tiny ledge upon which he stood.
“Welcome to the Shelf!” a soldier said above him. “Shael said you needed some time to think. Let go of the rope.”
“Thank you, but no,” Hugo said. “Pull me back up.”
“Let go,” the soldier repeated, gruffly jerking the rope.
“No,” Hugo replied, holding on to it. “I don’t think so. I’d rather come back up there with you.”
“Heh,” someone laughed. “Told you he wouldn’t let go. Smart ones never do. Give me the torch.”
There was a blaze of light as the other end of the rope caught fire. The soldier tossed it down and the fire spread along the rope so quickly that Hugo dropped it without thinking. It snagged on the shelf and then slid off, still burning, and Hugo lunged for it, lost his balance, and only just managed to grab hold of the torch bracket to keep from falling. He watched the rope fall, twisting in the air like a shining snake, illuminating the room with its passage. Finally it slapped a reflective surface a hundred feet below him and darkness returned. A river.
A chorus of laughter rained down from above him, and the trapdoor shut with a bang.
“Excellent,” Hugo said aloud. His voice echoed around the chamber and fell away, leaving him with a poignant sense of isolation.
“Anyone down there?” Hugo said a little louder. “Cannon? Good time to drop by with a boat…Just saying.”
I’m here, Molad said. Why keep fighting? What Shael told you is the truth. All you have to do is surrender this silly illusion of control, and I will help you.
“Imagine that,” Hugo said wryly, “you agreeing with Shael. Never saw that coming.”
You can’t win, Hugo. There will always be both of us. The more you try to hold me back, the more tired you will become, until I am the stronger, and you will be able to do nothing.
“Well, until then, why don’t you let me figure a way out of my shelf prison in peace? Alone.” Hugo chuckled. “By my shelf.”
As you wish, but you will not be able to hide behind good humor forever. Eventually you will have to face the truth. We are one, you and I. We have to let each other be. We have to let each other be free.
Hugo felt Molad retreat and shivered. Now he was truly alone. When had he started to rely on Molad for company?
Hugo rubbed his eyes. He wondered how long he was to remain here. Probably until he gave in to Molad. Or until his legs gave out and he fell to his death.
Maybe he would be able to sit. He put his back to the wall and inched down, but soon he realized that in order to sit, he would have to let go of the torch bracket. Then he would be balancing on his backside, on a shelf that was so small he couldn’t stand sideways on it with his feet together. He gritted his teeth and stood back up again. Maybe he would try again later.
He watched the torch for a long time, going over Shael’s words in his head. What he’d said had seemed true. It was perfectly logical, and logically perfect. That was the part that bothered him. It seemed too clean, too easy. The answer couldn’t be just to change his attitude, to stop struggling and give in to his every urge, trusting that they would balance themselves out. That was madness, wasn’t it? He went back over Shael’s arguments again and again, and arrived at the same conclusion.
Something splashed in the water beneath him and he stared down into the darkness, wondering where the river led and what might be in it.
“Probably just a nice, small fish,” he said aloud. He went slightly dizzy, looking down like that, and began to tip. Luckily, his hand was still on the torch. He pulled himself tight against the wall and slammed his eyes shut. Visions of other dark places came unbidden to his mind. The bag that he was tied in as the Kutha pecked at his head, the Panthion itself. A coffin.
“I’m in a coffin,” he said aloud. “No. I have to think of something else. Something cheerful.” The sound of his own voice seemed to stem his feelings of panic, so he kept going. “Think positive, Hugo, or you’ll find yourself a bad mood. You don’t want to be imprisoned in a cavernous pit, inches from a long, deadly drop, with nothing but a tiny ledge to stand on and an old torch bracket to hold on to and a mutinous alter-ego for company and be in a bad mood. That would be downright unenjoyable!”
His thoughts drifted to Cannon. He wondered what had become of him. Probably shot dead in the water by Shael’s guards.
“That’s not very cheerful,” he told himself.
He shifted on the little ledge, turning his face toward the light. The torch had burned down several inches. How long had he been in here? An hour? Two? Certainly not three…
He leaned in tighter against the wall and touched the stone in his pocket by accident. He brought it out.
“Well, I’ve got as much privacy now as I ever will.” He closed his fist over the stone and rested it against his head, willing it to open up. He felt slightly foolish when nothing happened, but then, he didn’t have any training in this sort of thing. Why hadn’t Brinley told him how to use it?
After a moment, a new idea struck him. He reached out to the stone with his mind, trying to touch it the way he would touch Brinley’s mind. There was something there, but he couldn’t quite reach it. He closed his eyes with the effort, and as he did so an image flashed in his mind: Brinley standing in a waterfall of light.
His eyes snapped open in surprise. It had been an image of the lightfall on Calypsis. He was sure of it. He shut his eyes again, willing the image to return.
This time he was standing beside her in the light. It felt like home, standing there with her. He wanted her to say something, but she was silent. Maybe she couldn’t speak. After all, this was just some sort of memory, wasn’t it?
Brinley reached for him, touched his shoulder. “How are you?” she asked.
He cleared his throat. “Well, I’m stuck in the Panthion with Shael, and I don’t have a way out.
“There’s always a way out if you need one,” Brinley said. She cupped one hand and placed it into the lightfall, letting it fill up with light the way she would under a faucet of water. Then she brought it slowly to his lips.
“Brinley,” he said, “I’m not thirsty. I’ve got a serious problem going on here, and I don’t think this is really the time to—”
She tipped her hand and some of the liquid slipped down his throat. Instantly, his fear vanished. There was a deep sense of peace around his middle, not unlike the way he felt after a big meal, when his body was sure that everything was just right with the world. A second later, the peace was slipping away, like the light that was slipping through Brinley’s fingers, and his worry returned.
“It’s hard to hold on to, isn’t it?” Brinley said with a smile.
He nodded.
“Try.”
Hugo slipped out of the stone without meaning to, but he knew that the vision was done. He had to try to remember that peace. Where did it come from? It seemed familiar. So familiar. Like it was a part of himself, but now he was struggling to recall it at all, let alone feel it.
She wants you to think that everything will work out right? Molad said. Funny that, since Shael told us exactly the same thing.
“It didn’t feel quite the same to me,” Hugo said.
Our legs are aching, Molad said. This has gone on long enough. Join with me. Let’s leave this place.
“You think I need your help to leave?” Hugo said.
You do.
“I don’t,” Hugo said. He clutched the rock tightly in his fist and folded his arms. He tried to think of nothing but the peace that he had felt. He folded his mind around the memory, clutching it like a lifeline with his attention.
Then he stepped off the ledge.



Chapter Ten
In which Tabitha goes swimming
On a hunch that Kuzo had gone north, Chantra and Tabitha began their search in that direction. Chantra thought that north would be the fastest way to get to the sea, and Tabitha felt that it would be the best place to find a nice, cold, solitary mountain to fly around while he fumed. She had seen his passion beneath the gnome king’s castle, and she didn’t think that he was done fighting yet. She just hoped that they didn’t end up on opposite sides of the conflict.
Before long, Tabitha began to regret their decision to head north, because of the cold. Chantra could keep herself warm forever, but Tabitha had to release a little puff of fire every minute or so to keep her belly burning and, on top of flying, that took a lot of energy.
“I could eat a horse,” she grumbled hungrily.
“Oh no,” Chantra said. “Don’t do that.”
“No, I won’t. But if we don’t catch sight of him soon, I’m going to have to set down and rest for a while,” Tabitha said. “Maybe then we’ll see a bird.”
Tabitha had been keeping an eye out for birds since they left the Fallow Fields, but she had yet to see a single one. Whether it was because they were too far north or the air was too cold or the birds just saw a dragon coming from afar and were keeping their distance, she didn’t know, but that was starting to bother her more than the cold or the weariness.
“Oh!” Chantra exclaimed. “Go back! I think I saw something!”
Tabitha pivoted in the sky and searched the snow-covered ground until she found what Chantra had seen. Something was buried in the snow far beneath them next to a winding river that looked mostly frozen over. It was shaped like a dragon, but it was too far away to be certain. Could Kuzo have crashed? It seemed like an odd place to lie down for a nap. She banked toward the ground and then leveled off to descend more gradually. Chantra gave a shriek of terror at the sudden movement.
“Sorry,” Tabitha said. She glanced back toward the ground, examining the dragon shape beneath them once more. “Maybe he’s just resting?”
“Not after he exhausted all of his fire,” Chantra said. “He would get too cold resting in the snow like that. He must have crashed.”
“I hope he’s all right,” Tabitha said.
Just before they were low enough to see for sure what was beneath them, the wind picked up and filled the air with a fine mist of snowy powder coming off the mountainside. Practically steaming with frustration, Tabitha barreled through it. They were just going to have to walk right up to him and see if he was okay. Hopefully he wasn’t in a bad mood.
When they landed on the ground, a child screamed in fright, and Tabitha roared in surprise, just as startled at finding a child where she had expected a dragon as the child was at a dragon popping out of the snow-filled air.
“Oh my,” Chantra said. “It isn’t a dragon at all. It’s people. It looks like they got stuck in the snow!”
Sure enough, as she dipped her long neck and brought her head out of the snowy mist, Tabitha saw that what they had taken for the body of a dragon was actually a long, haphazard caravan of wagons. Several of them were stuck in the snow and one had toppled over. People were still picking the contents out of the snow. The foremost wagon was tipped halfway in the river, and a dozen men were trying to pull it back out. Apparently they had tried to cross the frozen surface and broken through the ice.
The child’s scream set everyone moving. The men that were trying to fish the front wagon out of the river abandoned it at once and armed themselves with axes and pitchforks from the wagons as they rushed toward Tabitha. A boy nearby threw a stone at her, and it bounced off the scales of her belly harmlessly.
“Oh dear,” Tabitha said.
“Tabitha,” Chantra called up as she climbed gingerly down the spines on her back, “now might be a good time to change into something less threatening.”
“Ooh,” Tabitha said. “Right.” And a split second later, her regular human-sized feet were standing inside her dragon-sized footprints in the snow.
The men drew up short. “Where did the beast go?” one of them asked. “It must have hidden in the trees,” said another. “Spread out!”
“Wait,” a strong voice said, and the others fell silent. A thin man with an aged, stooping walk pushed his way slowly to the forefront of the men, his gaze trained on Chantra. “The dragon did not leave,” he said. His wizened eyes slipped from Chantra’s face to Tabitha’s. “She is here.”
There were murmurings among the men, and the boy who had thrown the stone at her earlier came forward a few steps. The old man addressed Chantra, “I remember you. The Mage of Fire. You look just the same as when I saw you last, though old Bast is now transformed.” He tapped himself on the chest. “I doubt that you recognize me now. No, I see that you do not. No matter, you did not know me well.”
“I’m sorry,” Chantra said.
“No matter,” he repeated, waving her words away. He turned and indicated the caravan. “My village has been stranded, as you can see. We only just heard the news about the evacuation. There are few men in our village, and I do not expect that anyone from Calderon will come up to help us. They think of us as a tough and self-reliant people, when they think of us at all—and we are. But I am afraid that the river has bested us.”
“Maybe we can help,” Tabitha said, peering around the men and rolling up her sleeves.
“Tabitha,” Chantra said. “We can’t take too long. We need to find Kuzo.”
“We don’t even know where he is,” Tabitha said dismissively. “These people need help. Besides, it’s what Brinley would do.”
“That’s fine,” Chantra said, raising her arms defensively, “I want to help too. I’m just saying we don’t have a lot of free time right now.”
“We have enough,” Tabitha said absently, waving to the boy who had thrown the rock. “Hello there, don’t worry. You didn’t hurt me.”
The boy blushed and ducked away. Then Bast spoke again. “Er…my lady?” He seemed unsure of how to address Tabitha. “Do you think, if you, eh…turn into a dragon again you could lift the wagon out of the river?”
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha said, striding forward. The people let her through and stepped clear as she changed into a dragon in front of the wagon. Several of the women screamed, and the horses closest to her whinnied and tried to run. The boy, who was standing nearby watching her, whooped and laughed enthusiastically. A girl that looked like his sister handed him a baby all bundled up in thick blankets, and he bounced the child on his knee as he watched.
Tabitha braced her back legs deep in the snow and took hold of the back of the wagon gingerly. Her greatest fear was breaking the wagon when she pulled. She was always so surprised at how delicate everything became when she was a dragon. Luckily the wagon came out in one piece, but she did leave giant gashes in the rear panel with her claws.
“Oops,” she said, inspecting them after she changed back into herself.
“I don’t think you’ll be able to carry the wagons over the river,” Chantra said, coming up beside her. “Your claws are too sharp to hold the wood gingerly, and even if you could, I don’t think they will withstand being lifted off the ground like that.”
Tabitha inspected the wagons and saw that she was right. All of them were very old and decrepit. The one that she had just handled was by far in the best shape. No doubt that was why it was picked to try the crossing first.
Several people passed around them and began to remove things from the wagon—a wicker chair, a basket of clothes, a teapot—and dried them off one by one.
The old man was standing behind them thoughtfully, listening as they spoke, when a younger man approached him. “Reckon the witch could turn into a dragon again, Bast? Lift the wagons over?” He had an accent that Tabitha hadn’t heard before.
Bast shook his head. “Nope. Can’t do it. That’s what they just said.”
“Well, then what are we going to do?”
“We could melt the ice,” Chantra suggested. “Between the two of us, that shouldn’t be too hard. And then we could build a raft, maybe? There certainly are enough trees around here.”
Bast nodded, but his face held a frown. “A good idea, but that might take a few days, even with your help. We don’t have that kind of time. We dropped everything when we heard the news, o’course. Thought we had better make it to Ninebridge as soon as we can, though how that’s going to save us…”
“Broken, bumbling, bum of a plan, I say,” the younger man grumbled. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. The whole kingdom standing back to back won’t be enough to scare Shael back to where he came from. We’ll all just die together.”
“Oh, but there is more to the plan than that,” said Tabitha. “I’m sure you will all be quite safe.”
“Hmph,” the young man said.
The sister of the boy, who had been watching Tabitha, said, “Pip won’t be safe either way.”
“Who’s Pip?” Tabitha asked, and the girl took her hand and walked her to the back of the third wagon in line while Chantra continued to talk with the men.
“Pip’s my age,” she said. “He’s from our village, but he stays in Calderon during the week to bring home news, and also because he doesn’t get along with his ma. He ran his horse hard, all the way from Calderon on his own, in the storm, just to bring us the news, and he nearly froze himself to death. Bast says he thought he was going to be okay, but then he went and dunked himself in the river trying to get the wagon out.”
“Oh my,” Tabitha said as the girl pulled aside the canvas closure of the wagon. There was a young boy of about ten or eleven inside, wrapped in a large bundle of blankets. A woman, who she assumed must be the mother that he didn’t quite get along with, was trying to feed him something hot, but he was drifting in and out of consciousness.
“Go and get Chantra,” Tabitha said, turning the girl around and pushing her in the right direction. “Tell her to come quick.”
Tabitha climbed into the wagon and put her hand to the boy’s head. Then she checked his pulse. It was very slow, but stronger than she expected it to be.
“Tabitha?” Chantra said, coming around the end of the wagon. “What are you—oh.” She stopped short and covered her mouth in surprise.
“You need to warm him,” Tabitha said. “I won’t be able to do it as gently as you can. I don’t think it would be good to just set him on fire.”
The boy’s mother, who had brightened as Tabitha was checking on her son, suddenly looked worried.
“It’s okay,” Chantra assured her as she climbed in beside Tabitha. “I know what I’m doing.”
She unfolded the blankets that encircled him and took him in her arms, and then Tabitha helped the boy’s mother wrap the two of them back up together.
“It’s going to get a bit warm in here,” Chantra said. Then her face began to shine. Sure enough, heat began to radiate from Chantra as if someone had lit a small fire in the center of the wagon. For a moment, Tabitha was worried that the boy might get burned, being so close to her like that.
“Wait, have you done this before?” the boy’s mother asked.
“No,” Chantra said. “But how hard could it be?”
“Just make sure you don’t cook him!” Tabitha said ernestly.
His mother did not see the humor in this, but she said nothing. Already some color had returned to Pip’s cheeks. Tabitha took his pulse again and was pleased to find that it was stronger and much more regular.
“I think that will be enough, Chantra. Come out of there.” She helped her friend detangle herself from the blankets, and Chantra touched the little pot of soup that Pip’s mother was holding. The woman set it down abruptly, waving her hand and wincing.
“Oops,” Chantra said. “Sorry. Wait a few minutes and then give him some more of that, though I don’t think he will need too much. He’s quite warm now.”
At her words, Pip opened his eyes slightly and blinked at Chantra. He gave her a small smile and arched one eyebrow in a question that he was too weak to form. Then he slipped back to sleep.
“Love at first sight, I expect,” Tabitha said, and Chantra elbowed her in the side as they got back out of the wagon.
“That was awesome!” a boy’s voice said, and Tabitha realized that they had now gathered a small group of onlookers. The boy with the baby was standing at the front of the group. “Wow. I thought you were going to turn into a dragon and warm him up with your fire, but that was still cool. Can you turn into a dragon again?”
Tabitha smiled. “Not right now, sorry.” she said.
“Why don’t you stay a dragon all the time?” he asked breathlessly. “If I could turn into a dragon, I would stay that way all day and all night.”
Tabitha laughed. “What’s your name?”
“I’m Daren,” he said enthusiastically. “And that’s my sister, Shar.”
“Well, Daren,” Tabitha said. “I like being a dragon, but I tend to squish too many things when I’m that big. And all my friends are smaller.”
“Oh.” He sounded disappointed. “But you always change into a dragon to fight, right? Can you teach me that? I could fight anybody if I were a dragon.”
“Not always,” she said. “Sometimes you need to be small to fight, and sometimes you need to be big. But the most important thing is that you don’t fight at all if you can help it.”
The boy looked taken aback, then waved his hand. “Oh, I know that.”
Back by the river, they found the men gathered around a small campfire, still discussing the best course of action. Tabitha listened to the talk for a while, trying to come up with helpful suggestions, but it was Chantra who finally came up with a solution.
“We’ll build a bridge,” she said. “I can help melt the ice and snow away from the base of those two tall trees.” She pointed to a pair of giant pines that stuck out above the tops of the other trees. “And then Tabitha can help you cut them down and lay them across the river so that you can roll the wagons over.”
They set to work at once. Chantra melted a path through the snow so that the men could get back to the two tall trees, and Tabitha slashed at the very base of the trees until she was halfway through. Then she flew into the air and rammed the top of the tree carefully while the men pulled from the opposite side with ropes.
In an hour they had both trees down and Tabitha was struggling to lift them and place them across the river. In the end, Chantra had to fly out over the river with her and together they melted the ice so that the logs could be set down level with the riverbanks, allowing the wagons to roll straight out onto them.
“Now for the hardest part,” Chantra explained. “The wagons won’t roll very well across the bridge since it isn’t very smooth, but we don’t have time to make them even, so Tabitha is going to guide them.”
“I am?” Tabitha said, confused.
“Yes.” Chantra explained how ropes could be attached to Tabitha’s back legs and she could fly above the bridge while the men helped the horses pull the wagons over. That way, if they started to fall, Tabitha could pull them back to safety without having to grab the wagons or the horses with her claws.
Before the afternoon sun had begun to set, Tabitha had helped all but one of the wagons cross the bridge safely. As it turned out, each one was a bit more difficult than the last since the trees became more and more slippery as the wagon wheels peeled the rough bark away and left their smooth sides exposed, and water from the river occasionally splashed onto the top. The last wagon was the one that Tabitha was most nervous about taking across: it was Pip’s wagon.
She had told the men to just take him out so she didn’t have to be worried, but they’d insisted that everything would be all right. Except for a tiny bit of slipping on one of the wagons, and one horse that nearly fell into the river earlier, everything had gone very smoothly so far. So Tabitha changed into a dragon for the final time and hovered carefully above Pip’s wagon as the horses eased it onto the logs.
At first, everything seemed fine, but then the left horse began to slip. And then the right.
“Oy!” Bast shouted, who was sitting beside the wagon driver. “Pull us just a bit. Everyone out now, just in case!”
Tabitha pulled them gently back toward the center, and the horses had just begun to find their footing when one of the ropes that tethered her to the wagon snapped.
“Oh no!” she heard someone cry from down below, but she didn’t have time to see who it was. There was a loud splash and several screams, and then she was in the water helping the driver and Bast out. She was careful not to crush the wagon as she entered the river, and in a few moments, she had lifted the two men out of the water with her tail and set them back on the bridge.
“Did Pip get out?” Chantra shouted from the bridge, and Tabitha looked around frantically.
“I don’t know!”
“Stop thrashing around!” Chantra screamed. “If they’re in the river you might kill them doing that.”
Tabitha froze, scanning the water frantically for a sign of them. They had to still be in the wagon. It was tipped up on its end in the river beside her, wedged against a floe of ice. She cut the canvas side off the wagon with a claw and peered into it. It was full of water, and she was too big to go in and help. Without thinking, she changed back into herself and climbed in.
The shock of the cold water nearly made her forget what she was doing, but she soon regained her composure and changed into a fish. She would never be able to pull a person out as a fish, but until she found them, she might as not freeze to death.
The wagon was empty. The canvas on the other end of it had been torn aside, and she swam through it, thinking that they must have tried to get out just as the wagon tipped.
Pip and his mother were floating right outside the wagon, trapped under the surface of the water because they had drifted too far downriver beneath the ice. How long had they been without air? She took a deep breath and changed back into her own shape. Her head struck something sharp as she did so—some part of the wagon or a piece of driftwood, she never knew which. There was a loud crack that sounded like her head being split open, and she was temporarily blinded by pain. She hadn’t taken into account how much bigger she would be when she changed from a fish into herself again. Seeing double, she thrashed in the water and managed to grab ahold of Pip. She had decided to take him first, figuring that’s what his mother would have wanted, and she kicked toward the surface. He was heavier than she expected, and it was hard to swim back, even though the current was slow. Strong arms lifted him out of her hands when she broke the surface of the river. They tried to lift her out of the water as well, but she beat them away, gasping for breath, and dove under again.
It took longer than she would have liked to find Pip’s mother; she had slipped farther down the river beneath the ice, the current pulling her along. By the time she did, Tabitha’s lungs were burning. Her head was pounding and there was something red in the water that made it difficult to see. She couldn’t think clearly. She wanted to change into a fish again, just to catch her breath, but when she reached for the shape it eluded her. Her thoughts were clouded by pain now, and lack of air. She abandoned them and kicked frantically, holding tightly to the body of the woman.
Suddenly, her thoughts became strangely clear. Her body felt distant, sluggish, a thing forgotten, but her mind was calm. She was sure everything would be all right. She could barely feel the cold now, and her lungs had stopped burning. She hoped that Pip would be okay, though in her heart of hearts she knew that his mother had probably been under the water too long to survive. That was okay, though, she thought. Her child was safe, and the river was such a beautiful, peaceful place to die. The sun was setting above the water, and the red light looked very majestic streaming through the water, broken up into oranges and yellows by the ice. As if from a faraway place, some distant, logical corner of her mind told her that the surface was close. With a massive effort, she nudged Pip’s mother toward it.
After that, her strength was gone.
She drifted with the river. She thought she heard shouting, panicked voices, but then they were gone too.
Her arm struck something hard, ice or a root, and her body bobbed and dropped slightly in the water. A deeper, faster current caught at her feet, pulling her down, down, down to where she could barely see the light.
Her last thoughts were remarkably clear: she hoped that Kuzo would be happy and not turn angry and bitter again, and she hoped that Brinley would be all right without her.



Chapter Eleven
In which there is a reckoning
Brinley stirred from her reverie at the sound of soft footprints on the trail behind her. She sat up, trying to remember what she had been thinking about. Had she fallen asleep?
“Archibald?” she called. “Lignumis, is that you?”
A figure stepped from the stony path into the little circle of reflected light from the starlit surface of the lake. It was Lignumis, and he was alone.
“I was too late!” Lignumis said. His voice faltered with emotion. “The Cracks of Laughter…he must have fallen…I found this.” He dropped to his knees in front of Brinley and held something up to her.
It was a circle of shining silver. It swung back and forth on its glittering chain, suspended from Lignumis’s hand: Archibald’s pocket watch. With a sinking feeling, she realized that she had seen this moment before. She had seen it more than once, in her dreams, the watch on the chain, swinging back and forth. She just hadn’t realized what it was. Archibald was gone.
“I am so sorry,” Lignumis said as she took the watch. “I should have left sooner.
A single tear streaked down her cheek and Brinley wiped it away. A memory flashed through her mind: the snake-man, laughing, warning of death. “It’s my fault,” she said. “I should have known that something like this was going to happen.”
Unda put a hand on her shoulder, but could find nothing to say.
The Swelter Cat sniffed. “I’m sorry that your friend is gone,” he said. “But that is behind us. The journey goes on.” He indicated the lake.
There would have usually been some indignation, Brinley knew, some passion welling up inside her at such harshness, but not now. She felt dead inside. Dead, like Archibald…She deserved whatever cruelty the Swelter Cat saw fit to deal out.
“Lead on, then,” she said numbly, tucking the watch into her pocket. “How do we cross?”
The Swelter Cat brightened, twitching his tail excitedly. “Eat a star, take a swim, and feel what truly lies within.” He coughed on a hairball, then continued: “Do not touch the water until the star is consumed. Pray you don’t forget this rule and find your life is doomed.”
Gingerly, he approached the edge of the water and reached out over the surface with his tail. He brushed at the nearest reflection of a star with the tip of his tail, and to Brinley’s surprise, it glided toward him. When it came within reach he picked it up deftly with a single claw and plopped it in his mouth, swallowing with a shiver.
Brinley turned to the water and picked a star that was within reach.
“Careful,” Unda said, taking hold of her arm as she leaned out and dragged the star closer. “Doom, and all that…Doesn’t sound good.” She was using the tip of her finger like the Swelter Cat had done with his tail. Finally, she picked it up. It was as thin as a potato chip—thinner, and still glowing. She bit down on it and shivered like the Swelter Cat had done.
“What does it taste like?” Unda said.
“Like an ice cube,” Brinley said. “Except that it’s not really cold. I can still feel it in me though, like you can with an ice cube.”
“Hmm,” Unda said, reaching for his own. It was just out of reach, and Brinley was about to tell him to be careful when he slipped. He would have fallen into the water had Lignumis not caught him.
“Get off me!” Unda shouted. “Don’t touch me!”
Lignumis, who had just pulled him back to safety, released him abruptly. “Sorry for saving your life!” Lignumis said. “Now that I know how you feel I’ll make sure I stand back and let you fall next time.”
Unda cleared his throat, looking around as if he had realized he might have made a mistake. “Right,” he said quietly. “Well, I suppose that was decent of you.”
“What do you have against me?” Lignumis said.
“Well, I don’t trust you. Or I didn’t, anyway.”
“And now?”
“Maybe,” Unda said uncertainly. “I don’t know.”
“Why?”
“Too many things are wrong about you,” Unda said quietly. He was staring at Lignumis intently, as if trying to justify the face before him with the one in his memories.
“Like my living in the Ire so long and surviving,” Lignumis mused.
“And the fact that you haven’t been able to receive your power back. Yes. I noticed.”
Lignumis flushed. “Well, I can see how it would worry you. But I did just save your life, so maybe you can give me just a moment of trust and let me help you get your star without killing yourself.”
“Oh my goodness,” Brinley said, covering her face with her hands. “Why can’t you two just get along?” She raised up a hand as they both began to speak. “No, I know the reason. Let’s just get on with this.”
Unda and Lignumis considered each other for a moment. “Fine,” Unda said at length.
“Fine,” Lignumis agreed. He braced himself and then took Unda’s hand as the Mage of Water leaned out over the lake. Unda picked up two stars and handed one to Lignumis. Staring at one another darkly, they ate in silence.
The Swelter Cat waded into the lake and began to swim. His hair, fanned out and floating beside him, pushed stars away from his body in tiny waves.
“What do you think he meant about feeling the truth that lies within?” Unda asked. Brinley could tell that he was addressing her, but he had not taken his eyes off of Lignumis.
“I expect we’ll find out in a moment,” she said, and strode into the water. The pool was surprisingly deep, and in three steps she was treading water. It occurred to her that she could still feel the star that she had eaten. Then she realized that the feeling was getting stronger. The star was growing, not in size, but in potency. She could feel it growing stronger and stronger in her chest, until it began to hum. She took two more strokes into the pool. She was in the exact center now. Under any other circumstances she would have been fretfully wondering how deep the water was and what might live down there unseen, but the humming had turned to buzzing, and it was consuming her awareness. Without warning, the buzzing erupted like a firework in her chest, spreading outward in a single wave of emotion that covered her entire body, filled her whole mind.
The feeling was so strong that, had it been a bad emotion, she thought it might have killed her. Instead, it was wonderful. Something so familiar that it was hard to put into words. Love wasn’t quite right. Neither was peace. But they were close. Belonging might have worked, except that it was too small a word. Too cold. In the end, she settled on home.
Yes. It felt like home. It was more than the feeling of her own home back on Earth. More even than the feeling of the home that she had built here with Tabitha and the mages. It was the feeling of what she wanted to create in life. The home that she wanted to make for all of her loved ones, free of war and danger and strife. It was the greatest longing of her heart, the truth of who she really was.
She awoke to the sound of her hair dripping into the shallow, star-strewn water of the far bank and realized that she had already completed the journey. Now Unda was in the water behind her. He did not make a sound as he crossed the distance between them, but when he stood next to her there was a gleam in his eyes that she had never seen before.
“What is it?” she asked. “What do you feel?”
He turned his blue eyes on her, and she felt as if she had been swallowed up by the sea. “Clarity,” he said. “Purity. Depth.” He held up a hand and gazed at it as if he were seeing it for the first time. “I feel as if I understand everything. All the comings and goings of time and circumstance. I remember every thought I’ve ever had. Everything seems so simple.”
He pointed at Lignumis, who was barely up to his knees in the water. “That man is not who he claims to be,” he whispered.
“Unda…” Brinley began.
“Don’t take my word for it,” Unda said. “Search his mind. Go into his heart. You are the Magemother. Can you not tell a true mage from an imposter?”
Brinley felt herself go stiff. She should be able to do that. It should be the easiest thing in the world. She watched as Lignumis waded into the pool. Maybe now, if she tried again, her luck would change. She reached out with her mind and felt after Lignumis, but all she found was a stone wall and the man with the head of a snake, laughing at her again.
Get out! She released the thought like a scream. She squeezed her head between her hands, willing the creature to leave, but he would not budge. He had stolen her power now, she knew. He had taken away her ability to feel the mages.
Unda? she called desperately. He did not hear her, even though he was right there. Even that was gone now. How had this creature burrowed into her mind? Why? Who had sent it?
Brinley’s attention snapped back to the water as a gurgling scream rent the air. Lignumis had just made it past the middle of the pool and was thrashing wildly. He was in danger. He was going to drown. Without thinking, she dove into the water.
“No, no! Don’t go!” the Swelter Cat shouted, but she did not hear him.
She made it out to Lignumis in a few short strokes, but soon realized that she would be unable to save him. He had swallowed water and was bobbing up and down in the deepest part of the little pond. She got close enough to grab his arm, but before she could, he pulled her under desperately and tried to climb on top of her. She realized that he was no longer in his right mind. Panic had taken over. She needed to get away from him or he would drown them both. She twisted in the water, planted both feet in his stomach, and kicked as hard as she could, but he caught one of her ankles and dragged her back. Then his arm was around her waist again. Just before her head dipped beneath the water, she caught a glimpse of Unda striding out onto the pond, walking on the water as calmly as if it were solid ground. She was pulled under again, and found herself clawing up Lignumis’s torso in a desperate struggle for light and air.
She broke the surface just in time to see Unda standing over the two of them. Desperately, Lignumis lunged for him, but Unda sidestepped him easily. Then the Mage of Water bent down, lifted Lignumis’s head out of the water by his hair and punched him hard in the face.
Lignumis stopped struggling at once, and Brinley pushed his body away, swimming for the shore. When she got there she found Unda right behind her. He was swimming too now, and pulling Lignumis behind him in the water. When he reached the shore he dragged Lignumis out and dumped him unceremoniously on the dark sand.
“He’s not…” Brinley began, but couldn’t find the courage to finish.
“He’s not dead,” Unda said, sounding disappointed. “Just unconscious.”
The Swelter Cat sniffed Lignumis, then hissed and arched his back.
“I don’t understand,” Brinley said. She folded her arms and hugged herself tightly to stop herself from shivering. “What’s wrong with him?”
“Whatever it is,” Unda said, “It’s deep enough to have affected his true nature. That’s what this pool shows, right? It makes you feel your deepest nature? Obviously he felt his and it wasn’t pleasant. He has to be the Janrax.”
“But I was so sure about him,” Brinley said. “I saw him and I knew that he was Lignumis. He looks just as I imagined he would.”
“But you couldn’t give him back his power,” Unda said.
She shook her head. “But who knows why that is. Like you said, it could be because he isn’t a mage at all, but it could be something else.”
Unda grunted. “Either way, what do we do now? Leave him here?”
“Bind his hands and carry him,” the Swelter Cat said. “Cyus will free him or bury him.”
Unda tore off a strip of Lignumis’s shirt and tied his hands. Then he lifted him to his shoulders and stepped toward the winding path that led up out of the valley. “I hope it’s not as far up as it was coming down,” he said.
Brinley fell in alongside him, and together they followed the Swelter Cat up the path, which turned out to be shorter, but steeper, than the way down. Unda stumbled twice, but caught himself both times before he fell.
***
When they reached the edge of Gangow Lake, Cyus’s pyramid was clearly visible ahead of them rising out of its center, a great white point in a golden pool. Brinley thought that they were going to have to swim again, but quickly learned that in Inveress, the lake was solid underfoot. It was a strange sensation to walk across what looked like a golden lake without even disturbing the surface. The great white pyramid at the center of the lake had seven tall stone tiers, each of them just short enough for her to climb over without the help of her companions. The Swelter Cat took each tier in a single graceful leap, but they were too large for Unda while he was holding Lignumis, so he had to lift the man from his shoulder onto the first tier, climb up after him, and then repeat the process. As such, they proceeded slowly, and Brinley had to restrain herself from going on ahead. The pyramid was just wide and tall enough that she wasn’t able to get a view of each successive tier until they had mounted it.
When Brinley pulled herself up onto the last level, she found that the top of the pyramid had a large door cut into the side, and windows all around the roof near the top. It was a much larger structure than she would have guessed.
The door opened at her touch, and upon entering the building they found that the inside was furnished like an expensive, formal residence. Apart from the angled exterior walls, they might have just walked inside the manor house of some country lord. Tobias led them up a curving burgundy staircase to the second floor, down a hallway, and into a tall, richly decorated chamber. There was a beautiful round well in the center of the room, and as Brinley moved to it she saw that it opened into the void. She backed away cautiously, then looked up and saw an ancient man was sitting in an intricately carved and gilded throne on the other side of the room, beside him was a tall, elegant door. He sat behind a large floor harp, the carefully carved faces of which matched the throne upon which he sat. It struck Brinley at once that this man was a guard, for he seemed to have placed himself right in their path, but if this was true he was the strangest guard that she had ever seen. Despite being old, and in a chair, and holding a harp, he was also sound asleep.
“Who is that?” Brinley whispered to the Swelter Cat.
“His name is thus: Crepitus. He will play your deeds and needs, and judge if they are needs indeed.”
“Our needs?” Unda said. “You mean our reasons for coming here? What do you mean that he will play them?”
As soon as he asked the question, the old man’s hands lifted, ghostlike, to his harp. The rest of his body did not move at all, and his beard continued to twitch softly with his silent snoring.
The Swelter Cat urged Brinley forward as his fingers began to move. Soon the air was filled with the sound of music, a sweet, spiraling melody that became more and more complex as he went along. Soon his fingers were flying over the strings. He leaned forward to reach a particularly high note and his head lulled to one side in a deep snore. Then, as quickly as it had begun, the music stopped.
Crepitus gave a particularly loud snore and mumbled, “Responsibility. Great need. A daughter’s love…You may pass.” The door behind him sprung open, and his fingers moved to the strings again.
The Swelter Cat nudged Unda forward. The mage paused for a moment, bending to deposit Lignumis into an empty chair, then he stepped up to the harpist. The music was all low notes this time, a haunting melody, beautiful and sad, that seemed to fill everyone with peace just by listening to it. Brinley could tell that it was going to be a very long song, but Crepitus stopped abruptly before it was finished. He gave another whistling snore. “Loyalty. Your need is true,” he said. “You may pass.”
Unda stepped to Brinley’s side and the two of them turned to watch Lignumis together.
As soon as Crepitus began to play, the man called Lignumis began to stir.
“What?” he mumbled. “What’s going on?”
He toppled out of the chair and pushed himself to his hands and knees, then glared up at the harpist, who went on playing and sleeping as peacefully as ever. The tune had a lilting, circular structure with a jarring dissonance at its core, hinting of something rotten. It took a few repetitions for Brinley to realize that every time he played the tune through, Crepitus made a different mistake, so that what should have been a uniform sound lurched off kilter.
“Stop it,” Lignumis said, and Crepitus stopped. The next second, his eyes snapped open and he rose to his feet.
“Death,” he said, and leveled a finger at Lignumis. “You may not come before the Scribe of Heaven in disguise. Did you think to fool him? You cannot.”
A jet of pure light erupted from the end of his finger and disappeared into Lignumis’s chest.
Lignumis’s face twisted in disgust, then frustration. His hands clenched tightly behind his back and Brinley had the distinct impression that he was trying to hold on to something. His forehead prickled with sweat. There was a small, silent flash of light and the illusion was shattered. Lignumis was gone, and in his place there stood an entirely different person. He was thin and bent, with black skin and cold eyes. It was the man that Brinley had seen in her dream just before she met the snake-man.
“You,” Brinley said.
He was staring at Brinley with utter contempt. “Me,” he breathed. His lips curled into a strained smile as he turned back to Crepitus. “Yes. It’s me. Chief among wizards, he that broke the Bridge to Heaven. The Janrax is what they call me now.” He grinned. “May I pass?”
Without warning, he sprang forward and attacked Unda. Brinley screamed and tried to pull them apart, but they twisted away from her, dancing across the room in a flurry of blows. There was a flash of silver, and then the Janrax rolled away from Unda and regained his feet. Unda stood still, facing away from them, poised on the edge of the well. Time seemed to stop as he stood there, motionless on the brink. Then he rotated slowly around to face them, until his eyes met Brinley’s.
Brinley watched, transfixed, as the light went out of them. She took a step forward, reaching out, searching his face for some explanation.
Then she saw the knife that was buried in his heart.
Everything went silent then. A part of her heard the Swelter Cat scream of death and doom, and saw his fur begin to melt with heat. A part of her felt the rush of crimson fire from his glowing body as it flew past her and consumed the Janrax. But she never remembered those things. In the years to come, all she would remember were Unda’s empty, silent eyes, his look of surprise as his body fell backward into blackness. She followed in after him, the wrenching pain of a heart’s chamber being slammed shut by death, and the irrational, irresistible need to undo what had been done. He was her child. She could not let this be his end. Alive or dead, she was going to bring him home.



Chapter Twelve
In which Tabitha meets an old friend
The sight that met Tabitha’s eyes when she finally opened them again was so strange that she thought she must have died. But then she noticed how much her head hurt and decided that if she were really dead, she would feel better, not worse.
She was in what appeared to be a tiny, pocket of air on the sandy river bottom. She could see water streaming around her, but she was breathing air. She reached out and touched the curving wall of air that marked the boundary of her bubble, and to her surprise found that her hand slipped into it easily. Something brushed her finger from the water side, and she started. There was a person on the other side.
He appeared out of the water as if out of a dream, his pale blue skin blending seamlessly with the color of the river. He was tall and thin, about her age, with warm familiar eyes. He walked right up to the edge of her bubble and she knew him at once.
“Fitz,” she said, standing up and brushing herself off. She had not seen him since her magical misadventure of the previous summer. She still had not told Brinley about her visit to the nymph kingdom and the promise that she had made to the three queens. Fitz had been her companion on that journey, and if she were honest with herself, she quite liked him before she found out that he was a prince. She ran a hand over her head self-consciously and found that she was covered with sand, with was something green and slimy tangled in her hair. Not that Fitz was likely to care, but still. “Did you rescue me?” she asked, already guessing the answer.
He nodded in the affirmative.
She tried to rip the slimy thing off her head but Fitz stopped her. “No,” he said. “You are hurt. I made you a bandage of sucurweed and river ivy, which should stop the bleeding.”
“You did?” she said, feeling dazed. “I don’t remember that.”
“You’ve been in and out,” he said, a smile finally touching his lips.
“You were watching me,” she said.
He nodded. “Yes. I watch you sometimes. I have been tracking you for two days from the water, but until now you have not come close enough for me to reach you.”
“Tracking me?” she echoed, turning the word over like a riddle. “Why? Did you miss me Fitz? You did, didn’t you.” It wasn’t a question.
The young man cocked his head to the side thoughtfully. “Yes, but that is not why I came.”
“Your mother sent you,” Tabitha guessed. She couldn’t help feeling slightly disappointed. “She has a message?”
“She wishes to know if you have found Lewilyn yet.”
Tabitha frowned. “It’s complicated. We know where she is, sort of, but she’s not healed yet.”
He nodded. “She wants you to know also, that we will no longer allow Lewilyn to stay in your world—on land, I mean. Since she is no longer needed as the Magemother, the three queens have decided that it is time for her to return to her people, where she belongs.”
“But what if she wants to stay with us? With Brinley?”
Fitz gave her a smile that she didn’t care for. It was the smile adults give a child when they know something the child doesn’t. “She will not,” he said. “She has lived too long with your people already. The water is calling her home.”
Tabitha shrugged. “Well, she’s lost right now, so I guess we will have to wait and see.”
“Lost?” Fitz said, and Tabitha told him about the naptrap and how Hugo had taken it. Fitz had several questions, and soon Tabitha found herself recounting the story in great detail. At one point, she paused in her story so that Fitz could change her bandage. He never brought his head into her bubble though. Only his arms came through. He could not breathe air any more than she could breathe water.
“Can you leave the water, Fitz?” The question was out of her mouth before she knew it. She had paused in her story and she was thinking about the bubble.
“Why?” He asked.
She blushed, uncertain of why she wanted to know, and unwilling to analyze her own thoughts. “Just curious,” she said, not meeting his eye.
He smiled, though she didn’t see it. “I can leave, but only for moments. I cannot breathe the air. If I were to stay outside too long—a moment too long—my body would transform, adapt to the land, like Lewilyn’s did, and I might never be able to return to my people.” He frowned. “But I have a question for you, Tabitha. It’s about your story. Why did Hugo not send the naptrap back with the Mage of Wood along with the tree bark that was meant to heal her? Why would Hugo risk taking the naptrap into the Panthion if he knew that Shael was inside? This makes no sense to me.”
Tabitha considered it. “Now that you bring it up,” she said slowly, “I don’t think he would.”
“Do you trust Lignumis?” he asked.
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha said. “Don’t I?”
Fitz drew in the sand thoughtfully. “He was in the Ire for a long time, was he not?”
“I suppose so,” Tabitha said, “but that’s not enough reason to mistrust him.”
“Maybe,” Fitz said. “Maybe not. Where is this mage now?”
Tabitha told him about Brinley’s trip to Inveress.
“Well,” he said, standing up, “I think that you should question him a little harder when he returns. In the meantime, my mother wishes for me to assist you in healing Lewilyn. That means finding her first, so I will search the land for this naptrap that you have described. There are several of my people who can help me. As long as it is not in the Ire, and it is within sight of the water, we will find it soon enough.”
He turned slightly, as if he wanted to go, but something held him back. “I enjoyed our time together,” he said. “Before, I mean. Last time…I forgot to tell you that.”
She folded her arms. “I enjoyed it more before I found out you were lying to me about who you were the whole time…But I suppose that you were just trying to help.”
“I was,” he said, putting a hand up to the wall of water. He reached through it, but she did not move to take his hand, and he quickly drew it back again.
“Well…” he said, fiddling with his shirt. “The thing is, I like you, Tabitha. And I would like to see you again.”
“Are you going to watch me from the water?” she asked.
“Actually,” he said, smiling, “I was hoping that you might come for a visit. There are all sorts of things that I could show you, things you have probably never dreamed of.”
“I probably have. It’s part of my training, you know,” Tabitha said. “But I guess we could, sometime. As long as Brinley could come.”
Fitz stopped fiddling with his shirt. “Oh. Well, yes. I suppose she can.”
“Good,” Tabitha said. “We can talk about it after the war is over, if we’re all still alive, I guess.”
He smiled at her then, and she was surprised at how much it improved his face. He was almost the Fitz that she remembered when he smiled like that.
Then he took a step back and disappeared into the river.
“I wonder how long I’ve been gone,” Tabitha muttered to herself. “I hope they haven’t left without me.” And with that she moved to step into the water, but stopped when she saw Fitz coming back.
“I forgot to ask you,” he said. “Have you been looking for the dragon?”
“Oh!” She was caught off guard. “Yes! That’s why we’re here. Do you know where he is?”
“He has been flying south, over the sea along the coast. My people have been keeping an eye on him. We think he is preparing for war. A witch is with him now.”
“Habis?” Tabitha said. “Was it a good witch?”
Fitz shook his head. “I do not think so.”
“March,” Tabitha concluded. “South, you say? Then he could be headed for Ninebridge again.”
“Good luck,” Fitz said, flashing her another smile before he slipped back into the water.
She stepped in after him and became a fish. It was a simple enough thing for her to do now that she wasn’t busy drowning. She could see the light again. She hoped that she could find Kuzo before he did something foolish.
Dragons, as she knew too well, could not always be trusted to make good decisions.



Chapter Thirteen
In which Cannon finds a comrade
Hugo coughed, and water spewed from his lungs as he fell into the bottom of the boat. It had to be a boat; it was bobbing up and down enough to make a sailor dizzy. He was lying flat, and Cannon was beside him, drawing a black canvas cloth over them. Suddenly something that felt very much like a pile of rocks fell onto the cloth and was spread around on top of them.
Hugo groaned, and Cannon elbowed him.
“Shh! It’s just apples. We’re pretending to be produce.”
“What happened?”
“Well,” Cannon hissed back, his voice muffled, “after you got us captured, my escape plan mostly succeeded. Then you went and got yourself captured again.”
“I feel terrible.”
“Yes, well, you were in the water for a while. You’re just lucky we saw you. I thought you were dead for a minute”
Hugo groaned again. “I think I was.”
Someone shushed them from the other side of the canvas and then kicked him for emphasis.
“Produce,” Cannon whispered again.
Their boat ran into something hard and there were raised voices above them.
“You there,” one of them said, “did you see a prisoner fall into the river?”
“Nay, sir. I only been seein’ me own two oars here since I left this mornin’.”
“Uh huh, we’ll see about that. Roll back that tarp.”
There was a shuffling sound overhead, and then someone said, “Apples.”
Another voice said. “Ah, blast. I could have sworn he was near this spot where he came out.”
“Well, we can’t always be right about everything,” the man in the boat said. “Have an apple.”
“I don’t want your filthy apples. Get out of my sight!”
“Aye aye, sir. Aye aye,” said the man in the boat, and Hugo heard the oars scrape against their loops as the boats pushed apart.
After several more minutes, there was another shuffling sound, and then the apples were pushed off of them.
“Ye can get up now, if you please,” the voice said. “We’re past the danger now.”
Hugo pushed himself into a sitting position, causing more apples to roll away. Cannon did the same thing, careful not to rock the little boat, which was sitting very low in the water.
“This is Jeb,” Cannon said, indicating the bedraggled captain of their tiny boat. He was a middle-aged man with cool, gray eyes. His hair and beard were matted, and his body was thin and wiry, as though he might not have had anything to eat besides the occasional apple for years.
“Pleased to meet you,” Hugo said. “Thanks for not selling us out.”
Jeb grunted.
“Jeb’s not a big fan of Shael,” Cannon said. “So he agreed to help us, for a price.”
“What price?” Hugo said.
Cannon held up a hand. “Don’t worry. I already paid him.”
Hugo raised an eyebrow, but was afraid to ask more. “Where are you taking us?” he asked Jeb.
“Where do ye want ter go?” Jeb said, jutting his lower jaw out in an awkward half smile that revealed several missing teeth.
“Does Shael have any enemies here?” Hugo asked hopefully. “Someone that might help us?”
“Enemies? Him? Any man what lives in a tiny box with a wizard and decides to be his enemy is askin’ for trouble. Though, I s’pose there is one such lunatic…”
Hugo sighed and gave Cannon a perturbed look, but he just shrugged. “Who, Jeb? Who?”
“Lashé,” the man said in a whisper. Then he glanced around himself suspiciously, as if he were unsure whether the wide expanse of water that surrounded them constituted sufficient privacy to reveal this particular secret.
“Who is Lashé?” Cannon said.
“Shael’s enemy,” Jeb said, squinting at Cannon suspiciously. “h’aint you been listnin’?”
“Perfect,” Hugo said, leaning against the side of the boat and ignoring Jeb’s comment. “Take us to him.”
Jeb nodded several times. “Can do. Can do,” he said. “Came to the right place, ye did. Don’t nobody know where Lashé is but me, and o’course I’m happy to take ye to him…for a price.” He looked around casually, as if someone else had mentioned this problem instead of himself.
Cannon sighed. “How much?”
Jeb pointed to Hugo’s sword belt. “That there be lookin’ like it’s worth just the right amount. And it’d go right nice with what you paid me already.”
“Well,” Hugo said, tapping the empty scabbard. “I don’t suppose it does me much good without the sword.” His eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. What did we pay him already?”
Jeb leaned forward casually. “Worth much, was it? That sword of yours?” He pulled Hugo’s sword out from behind the little bench he sat on.
Hugo glared at him, then at Cannon, who gave him a “what choice do we have?” type of look. “Yes,” Hugo growled. “It’s worth quite a bit.”
Jeb nodded. “Aye. Along with the belt and scabbard, me thinks its the exact price of yer boat rescue and safe transport to Lashé.”
Cannon patted him on the back. “Sorry Hugo. I didn’t have any gold on me, and I was pressed for time. And, of course, you had got yourself captured again, so I couldn’t exactly consult you.”
“Fine,” Hugo said not looking at their boatman. He undid his belt buckle and handed over the scabbard. “You might as well take it if it makes you happy. Just get us where we need to go as fast as you can.” He tossed the belt at Jeb, who caught it and tucked it behind him. Then Hugo sat back and bit into an apple, scowling at Jeb over the top of it.
“I’m eating as many of these apples as I want,” he said darkly, his cheeks stuffed full, and Jeb grinned.
“Aye. Many as ye want.”
***
“Who is this Lashé character, anyway?” Hugo asked as the little boat pulled alongside a weather-beaten dock. They had followed the river past the center of town, around a bend, and then rowed another ten minutes into empty country before the little dock appeared out of nowhere next to a giant formation of red rock that jutted out of the barren landscape like a sore thumb.
“Best apple farmer in the whole Panthion,” Jeb said, tying the boat off. He paused thoughtfully. “Best in the whole world, I expect.”
“Apple farmer?”
“Aye. Apples. Shael’s favorite food, and the hardest thing to grow in this accursed Panthion soil, for one reason or ’nother.”
“Did he grow these apples?” Cannon said, peering into the bottom of the boat suspiciously.
“Nay,” said Jeb. “But yer right in thinking that I was comin’ here meself when I met up with ye. I brought these for him. Needs ’em for research, he says.”
“Then why such a high price for bringing us?” Hugo said, sending a longing glance in the direction of his sword.
“‘Cause of the high risk,” Jeb said, nodding. “And ’cause ye were willin’ to pay. I can always spot someone what’s willin’ to pay. Rare in these parts.”
“Does he live here?” Cannon asked, staring around at the empty land.
“There,” Jeb said, indicating the rock. “Where Shael’d never look for him.”
“Why?” Hugo said. “I mean, why wouldn’t he look there?”
“‘Cause no one could live in there,” Jeb said. “Cursed place, that is. The Wells of Blood, they call it, ’cause Shael struck the ground, all in a rage, the day he was first imprisoned here. They say his wrath left craters in the earth, so he covered them with this rock so he wouldn’t have to look at them and remember. There ain’t not but howlin’ in there, they say. The howlin’ of his soul. Nothin’ but howlin’ and dry, dead air, dead as his eyes. And deep wells in the ground, big ol’ gaping holes full of nothin’ but pain. Pain what makes your eyes go red just to look at it.”
“Red in the eyes?” Hugo said, rolling his own at the melodramatic description.
“Aye. That’s what they say.”
“Then how does Lashé live in there?” Cannon asked, staring up at the rock apprehensively. “It sounds as if a man would have to be crazy to live in a place like that.”
Jeb shrugged. “He does.”
Jeb loaded half the apples into a giant sack and hefted them onto his back before leading them to the rock. It was larger than it had looked from the water. Much larger than Caraway Castle, in height at least, though Hugo could not tell from this angle how deep the structure was.
Jeb led them up a lightly trodden path to a crack in the side of the rock that looked barely wide enough for Hugo to squeeze through.
“Not much of an entrance,” Cannon muttered.
“This be as far as I go,” Jeb said, setting the apples down against the stone face of the rock. He pointed at the crack. “Lashé’s just through there, more or less. Never been inside meself. Didn’t like to take the risk. I should tell ye, Lashé’s about as likely to help ye as he is to kill ye, so watch yer words. And take this token.” He handed Hugo a withered apple core. “This will let him know that yer not a spy. Good luck.” With that, Jeb took off down the path, presumably to gather the rest of the apples. He moved with a slow, limping stride, and his left boot clicked against the ground with a dull metallic sound. Click, shuffle, click, shuffle, click. Hugo stared after him for a moment, then glanced down at the apple core in his hand. Apart from a large, crusted white something plastered to the side, it looked entirely normal. “Ugh,” he said. “Looks like a bird has been using this as a toilet. Is he serious?” He handed it to Cannon for inspection.
“Serious, yes,” Cannon said. “Sane? Hard to say.” He tucked the apple core into his pocket, and Hugo gave him a look.
“Just in case,” Cannon said. He stepped back from the crack in the rock wall and held his hand out in invitation. “After you.”
“Kind of you,” Hugo muttered, and stepped inside.
The moment he entered the rock, Molad shifted restlessly in Hugo’s mind.
Can’t you hear it? he cried. There was excitement in his voice. Pleasure, even.
What? Hugo returned, looking around curiously, but all he saw was a small cavern, dimly lit by light that filtered through the rock above.
Pain! Molad said. Anguish! Revenge!
Molad pressed up against Hugo’s mind eagerly, and Hugo nearly pressed back, until he realized that his darker half was not trying to force his way out, but push something into his view. Hugo accepted it, and instantly the sound of a terrible, mind-numbing howling filled his ears. He felt his heart tense at the sound, afraid that it might scar him somehow, so full of pain and rancor it was.
“Can you hear it?” he asked Cannon.
Cannon nodded. “Barely,” he said, “but it’s there.”
“I can’t hear anything else,” Hugo said, wincing. He pressed his hands against his ears and then remembered that he didn’t have to be listening to it. He pushed the sensations back to Molad.
If you like it so much, you keep it, he said.
Immediately the sensation dissipated and the world became normal again. A smile crossed Hugo’s face at the thought that he had actually used Molad for once, instead of the other way around. His darker half was effectively acting as a shield for him.
“Do you hear that?” Cannon said as they followed the tunnel deeper into the rock.
Hugo strained for a moment and then noticed it.
Drip. Drip. Drip.  “Yeah, but why here of all places? I don’t see any water.”
Cannon shook his head. “I don’t think it’s a mystery we’re going to solve. Look at this…”
Before them, the mouth of the tunnel opened into a large area with several wide holes in the rocky floor. From above, reddish light filtered through the jagged clefts in the ceiling.
“Anybody in here?” Cannon called. His voice echoed around the room in a way that made the hair on Hugo’s arm prickle.
Hugo stepped to the edge of the nearest hole and looked over. Immediately he stumbled backward, gripping his forehead at the pain that was lancing through it. It filled his vision with red.
“Agh!” he said. “That lunatic wasn’t joking. Don’t look down there.”
“Is there blood?” Cannon said curiously, inching to the edge. “He called this place the Wells of Blood.”
“I think that’s because it turns your brain to blood when you look in there. That’s what it feels like.” He blinked several times in an effort to return his vision to normal.
“I’ll bet Shael really did pour all his anger into this place,” Cannon said, rolling his shoulders uneasily. “Glad we came here. Lovely spot.” He glanced around the space again. “Lashé?” he called in a commanding tone, and his voice echoed back several times.
Lashé.
Lashé.
Lashé.
Lashé.
Hugo froze. The last echo did not sound like Cannon’s voice at all. One look at Cannon’s face told him that he had heard it too.
A faint shuffling noise drifted up to them out of the nearest well, and Hugo had to restrain himself from looking over the edge. Then something else joined it: a clicking noise. The noises alternated slowly. Click, shuffle, click, shuffle, click. Suddenly, the top of a head cleared the edge of the well before them and Jeb rose slowly into view. He walked slightly away from them, following the inside curve of the well, and Hugo realized that he must be walking up some sort of spiral path that jutted out from the wall of the well. When he made it to the top, he turned to face them.
“WHO CALLS FOR LASHÉ?” he bellowed. His voice filled the cavern, and Hugo could tell that it must have been magically amplified.
“It’s us, Jeb,” Cannon said. “Don’t you remember us from a moment ago?”
“Spies, no doubt,” the other man said, raising a hand curiously and stepping closer.
“Crazy after all,” Cannon whispered.
“Cannon,” Hugo whispered back, “I think Jeb is Lashé.”
Cannon frowned, but shrugged his shoulders as if to say that anything was possible.
“Lashé?” Hugo said. “As fellow enemies of Shael, we have come seeking your aid.”
Lashé stopped. “How can I trust you? Do you have a token?”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Cannon said, but he took the apple core out of his pocket and tossed it across the room.
It landed at Lashé’s feet and he picked it up carefully. He sniffed it, then took a bite (which made Hugo grimace). Then he nodded in a satisfied way and tossed it over his shoulder into the well. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together, smiling enthusiastically. “Very well, boys, very well. What can I do for you?”
“You?” Cannon repeated incredulously. “What about all the ye’s and the aye aye’s earlier? Do you expect us to believe that you are Shael’s great enemy?”
“I had to get to know you, didn’t I?” Lashé said. “Now, tell me what it is that you want.”
“We want to get out of here,” Hugo said. “Is it possible?”
“For one lowly wizard?” he said, indicating himself. “No. But for two wizards, and the Mage of Light and Darkness, I think it might be, yes.”
“So you know who we are,” Cannon said. “Who are you?”
Lashé waved a hand dismissively. “You have my name. If you do not remember it, then you have not heard of me. I lived long before you were born. I was one of the first wizards trained by Maazan Dow. Shael was a young man back then, and we were not enemies as we are now. I have been locked away in here for much longer than you have been alive.”
Hugo frowned. That didn’t seem like a very clear answer, but it would have to do for now. He didn’t want to risk offending the only person who might be able to help them get out of the Panthion.
“I have a confession to make,” Lashé said, stepping closer. “I have been observing you since you entered the Panthion. I, like Shael, pay close attention to these things, as you might imagine.”
“And?” Cannon said.
“And I have not seen any hint of magical power from either of you.”
Cannon nodded. He flicked a finger through the air and made Lashé’s hair breeze out behind his head as if he were standing in the wind. “We thought that it would be better to keep a low profile on our way into Shael’s fortress. We thought that we might be able to sneak into the Mechanism.”
“Oh?” Lashé said. “And how did that go?”
“Not well,” Hugo admitted.
“And you,” Lashé said, turning to him. “Let me see your power.”
Cannon cleared his throat. “Bad idea,” he whispered.
Lashé glanced back and forth between them. “Why? What’s wrong with him?”
“It’s the darkness,” Hugo said. “It will take me over if I use my power, I think. I tried earlier, and it didn’t feel safe.”
“Bah!” Lashé barked. “Power is never safe. This won’t do at all. We’re going to need your power if we are to navigate the Mechanism. You’re in luck, though. I know a thing or two about darkness. I think I may be able to lend you a hand in controlling yours for a time.”
“You do?” Hugo asked. He sounded doubtful.
“Oh, yes,” Lashé said, sweeping his comment aside and putting an arm around each of their shoulders. He began to lead them toward the other side of the chamber, weaving through the wells as he went. “I lived in Aberdeen in the days of Taluva, the first Mage of Light and Darkness. Back then the mages were not so secretive. He taught many of us about the truths that he had learned.”
“But Taluva fell,” Hugo said.
Lashé cleared his throat. “I didn’t say he got it all right, did I? Do you want my help or not?”
“He does,” Cannon said at once, and Hugo glared at him. “Well, you do. We’re going to need all the help we can get if we’re going to get out of this place.”
“Indeed,” Lashé agreed. “And we don’t have much time. Shael is planning something. I don’t know what it is, but it is going to happen soon, and I would rather be gone before it does.”
“When do we start?” Hugo asked.
Lashé grinned. “Right away. Lucky for you, I’ve been working on a plan for years. Made a couple of escape attempts, actually. Just couldn’t get very far on my own. Should be a different story with your help. First things first, we have to teach you how to control that monster in your brain so that you don’t get us all killed.”
“Excellent,” Cannon said. “I can’t wait to see this.”
Lashé gave him a sympathetic look. “That’s too bad. You’ll be busy doing something else.”
“What?”
Lashé dug into his pockets and produced a small, ripe apple. He tossed it to Cannon, who caught it. “Preparing our secret weapon.”
“Apples?” Hugo guessed.
Lashé grinned conspiratorially and slipped back into his fake accent. “Aye. They be Shael’s favoritest food, ye know. And I grow the best in the land.”
***
Lashé led Hugo and Cannon through a series of winding tunnels that led deep into the Wells of Blood. Finally, he announced that they had reached the center, and the tunnel opened into a wide, open-air bowl ringed by high rock walls. The stone beneath Hugo’s feet gave way to natural, grass-covered ground as Hugo stepped out of the tunnel, and he breathed a sigh of relief. The open-air enclosure had an almost peaceful feeling compared to the tunnels. At the center of the bowl, at its lowest point, there was a small stand of apple trees. There couldn’t have been more than twenty altogether, but Hugo could tell that each one was meticulously cared for. An intricate series of nets had been strung from tree to tree so that any apple, when it fell, would be caught before hitting the ground. Hugo stared at them curiously.
“You wouldn’t want one of the best apples in the land to be bruised, would you, Hugo?” Cannon said, as if reading his mind.
“Just so,” Lashé said, leading them toward the apple trees. “Cannon, while I work with Hugo, you will make sure that no such thing happens.”
“Pardon me?” Cannon said.
Lashé pointed to the high red wall of stone opposite the one through which they had entered. “Hugo and I will be going up there to work. While I am gone, you must tend the apple orchard.” He led them around the edge of it to a small wooden cart, from which he took a leather-bound book. He opened it and handed it carefully to Cannon. “Here is the orchard, see? Every tree is drawn in detail, and beneath each tree is written the spells that you must perform on it. Can you pronounce the incantations?”
Cannon squinted at the tiny lettering beneath one of the trees on the page, biting off a piece of the apple that Lashé had tossed him earlier and chewing as he thought.
“Crio Cryo Capridaeo, voltesgaella od,” he said. “Does that mean poison or a plague? This language is archaic.”
Lashé snatched the book back and closed it with a snap. “And your pronunciation is poor. But I expect that we will just have to make do, as I cannot tend the trees and fix a mage at the same time.” He drew a short, odd-looking wand out of the cart next. It seemed to be made solely of apple seeds, though how they had been glued together with such precision, Hugo could not tell.
“Place the tip of the wand against the bark of the tree as you speak its incantation.” He pointed it at Cannon. “And for goodness sake, make sure that you speak the appropriate words for each tree. Before you move on to the next tree, hold your hand out under each apple in turn, so that if it wishes to drop, it may do so.”
“They drop into your hand on command?” Cannon said incredulously.
Lashé raised an eyebrow. “Of course.”
“But what are the nets for, then?” Hugo asked.
“Just a precaution. These apples are all designed to do different things. Some explode, for example. You can see why an accidental fall to the ground would be catastrophic.”
“To the apple or the orchard?” Cannon asked. He laughed at his own joke and took another bite of his apple. Abruptly, he spit it back out. “Lashé, this isn’t one of your apples, is it?”
“No, no,” Lashé said. “Purely for research.”
As Cannon finished his apple, Lashé explained that it was too late in the day to make the climb that he had spoken of earlier. They would begin Hugo’s training in the morning. When offered the choice between spending the night in the bowl or back outside with him near the Wells of Blood, they both chose to sleep under the trees.
“We’re not actually sleeping under the trees, are we?” Cannon murmured as Lashé pushed his wooden cart back toward the wall.
“Are you crazy?” Hugo said. “I’m keeping my distance from those things.”
“I wish I could,” Cannon grumbled.
Lashé returned a while later with bread and cheese, fruit and water, and ate with them in the evening light, but there was very little conversation as his mind seemed to be preoccupied with some problem with the apples.
“Stink apple’s wrong,” he mumbled when they pressed him for information, but he would say nothing else. He took up the tray of food again before they were finished and bid them good evening.
When he was gone, Hugo said, “Can we trust him?”
“Hard to say,” Cannon said, lying down on the soft grass. “He is definitely crazy, and I find it hard to believe that Shael doesn’t know about him. It’s not like the Panthion is a big place.”
“But can we trust him? Have you heard of him before?”
Cannon hesitated. “No. But that does not mean much either way. The early wizards were poor historians.”
Cannon was quiet for a minute, then he said, “You’ve become much more adept at controlling Molad. I thought when we came in here, you might lose it again.”
“I have, haven’t I?” Hugo said. In truth, he had surprised even himself. “I don’t know if it’s all me though,” he admitted. “It’s almost like he’s stopped struggling. Ever since we escaped, it’s almost like he doesn’t care anymore.”
“Like he’s changed his tactics?” Cannon said.
Hugo was startled at the thought.
Cannon turned to him. “Hugo, when you were, uh…unaccounted for, back in Shael’s fortress, he spoke with Molad for a long time, and I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Did you?”
“No,” Hugo said. “I didn’t hear anything clearly until the stairs right before we made our escape. You don’t think they’re planning something, do you?”
“I don’t know,” Cannon said. “But it would make sense.”
“But that could mean they let us escape, even wanted us to escape. It could mean they wanted us to come here as well. But why not just keep us at the fortress?”
“Okay,” Cannon admitted, “that part doesn’t make sense.”
Hugo sighed. “I guess we’ll just have to trust Lashé and see where it goes. I don’t see any other options, do you?”
“No.”
“You never know,” Hugo said, yawning. “Lashé could turn out to be just what he says. Might even break us out of here and everything.”
“Right,” Cannon said sleepily. “Could be.”
“Cannon?”
“What?”
“Don’t eat any apples tomorrow.”
Cannon grunted something unintelligible and rolled over, leaving Hugo alone to ponder on the mystery of their newfound comrade.
After a while, Hugo took the smooth black stone out and pressed it against his forehead. A moment later, he was back in the lightfall with Brinley.
He told her about his day, and she had very little to say about it, but she nodded in the right places, so he kept talking. He knew she couldn’t be real, that it wasn’t really Brinley that he was talking to, and he tried to make himself stop, tried to tell himself that it was silly, but it felt good to be with her. Finally, when he had run out of words, he said the thing that he had been wanting to say the whole time.
“Can you show me that peace again?”
She took his hand and led him into the light.



Chapter Fourteen
In which there is a disconcerting bucket
Daren and Shar were so pleased when Tabitha came out of the river alive that they insisted on riding with her the whole way back to Ninebridge. At first, Chantra wanted to move on and leave the little band of wagons behind, but Tabitha was determined to see that they made it safely into the city. The journey took the remainder of the day, so when they finally came over the bridge from Garra, the sun was setting on the city of Ninebridge.
As the veil of mist parted before her eyes at the top of the bridge, Tabitha gasped at the sight below her. In the one day that she had been gone, Ninebridge had completely changed.
The east side of the city was a mess of sprawling tents and caravans. Thousands of people had come from every corner of the world. Sharp rows of tents were packed tightly together in a wide ring around the right half of the city, and each group seemed to have its own color and flag. Those ones belonged to soldiers. She could see Aquilar’s army in a sea of green tents nearest her, and the Gnome King Thieutukar Manisse was surely with the neatly packed group of squat brown tents that looked too small for a grown man to fit in.
“So many,” she whispered.
Chantra whistled in agreement. “The more the merrier, if we really are going to have to fight an army of monsters from the Wizard’s Ire.”
“There’s Sir Drake,” Daren said, pointing at a group of blue and white tents to their right. “He’s really come to fight, just like Dad said.”
“Is this going to be the end?” Shar asked, looking up at Tabitha. At the worry in her voice, Tabitha changed into a butterfly and landed on her nose. Then she turned back into herself and the children laughed.
“No, Shar,” she said, taking the girl’s hand. “This won’t be the end. Brinley—she’s the Magemother—has a plan, and I am sure that it will work wonderfully.”
“Told you so,” Daren said, elbowing his sister in the ribs.
“What plan?” Shar asked. “How is she going to save us? It’s the mages who have all the power, isn’t it?”
“Brinley’s power is different,” Tabitha said. “She knows things about the mages, things about the whole world, really. Sometimes she just knows how to help them. She knows what they need. Sometimes she knows what we all need.”
“Like now?”
“Like now.”
“And what is it? What is she going to do?”
“Something wonderful. You’ll see.” Tabitha said. “She is going to keep us safe.
***
At the bottom of the bridge, Tabitha and Chantra bid their little caravan farewell and headed for the center of the city. There were more people than Tabitha had ever seen in one place before. Soon it became difficult to move, and she had to grab ahold of Chantra’s arm to keep from being separated from her.
“I don’t like this,” Tabitha said. She had never felt very comfortable around people in general, and this was far, far too many people for her liking.
For some reason, people did not seem to like the fact that they were pressing their way through, and after a moment they realized why. What they had taken for a simple crowd was actually a line. Whole families, extended families, and villages were standing together, but what they were waiting for, Tabitha didn’t know. Unless…
“Habis!” she shouted as the end of the line came into sight.
There, at the center of it all, Habis sat beneath a white pavilion, with one of the king’s personal guards on either side of her. There was a large black cauldron at her feet, which was full of a thick copper-colored liquid that bubbled softly.
“Yes, yes,” Habis mumbled without looking up. “Next.”
“Habis, it’s us!” Chantra said, snapping her fingers in front of the witch’s face.
She glanced up from the cauldron and squinted at them. “Ah! Good. Come stir this.”
Chantra took the long wooden stick from her and continued to move it in gentle, clockwise circles, and Habis collapsed on a nearby stool.
“Phew!” she said. “I’ve been at this almost since you left. Has to be stirred constantly, you know. And with the amount of people we are binding to the enchantment…” She shook her head. “But no matter. I’ll finish if it kills me. Give that back now, Chantra. Have you been taking your medicine?”
Chantra grunted something incoherent.
“Probably dumped it out the moment you were out of my sight. No appreciation.” She rolled her shoulders, pointed her wooden spoon at the next person in line, and barked, “NEXT! Come on now, haven’t got all day!”
A mother pushed her two small children up to the cauldron, and Habis said, “A hair apiece into the mix. Little ones too.”
The mother plucked one of her own hairs out and dropped it over the cauldron. Quick as a flash, Habis snatched it out of the air and threw it on the ground. “Not like that! Wash first. Wash, wash. Clean hands make a clean potion.” She indicated the bucket of water beside the cauldron and the woman plunged her hands into it, scrubbing furiously. When she was finished, she plucked another hair from her own head and dropped it in. The bubbling mixture burped softly, and she turned to her children. The boy gave a hair up easily, but the little girl cried and guarded her braid.
“Come on now, missy,” Habis said. “Better to have a hair plucked off by your mom than your head plucked off by a troll.”
The girl yelped in fright and tried to run, but her mother restrained her. She was about to yank out a fistful of hair when Habis said, “Stop, stop. Just drop one of those tears in here instead.”
The woman complied and then gave Habis a scathing look as she left. Habis didn’t seem to notice. She just rapped the cauldron with her wooden spoon again and shouted, “NEXT! Come on, people. Quicker than this! QUICKER. THAN. THIS!”
The line began to move again, and Tabitha watched in fascination as person after person came up to the cauldron, dropped a hair in the mixture (after washing their hands), and hurried away.
“The spell requires a bit of the person’s essence,” Habis explained. “Hair is easiest, but anything will do, really. I’d have had this done in an hour if I could send a hundred soldiers through this crowd with scissors and boxes, but the spell requires the person to drop it in themselves.” She shook her head in frustration. “I’ve got only hours left.”
An elderly man walked up and rubbed the top of his bald head anxiously.
“Spit,” Habis commanded.
The man glanced from Habis to Tabitha to Chantra, then spat into the cauldron and hurried away blushing.
Tabitha gawked at Habis. “I thought you said you needed a clean potion.” She gestured at the place where the man’s saliva had disappeared, and Habis slapped her hand away. “Don’t tell me how to do my job,” she snapped. “If you want to be helpful, go pump me a clean bucket of wash water.” She turned back to the crowd and scowled at them. “Quicker than this, people! QUICKER. THAN. THIS!”
Tabitha snapped into action, eager to avoid more shouts from Habis. She upended the bucket to dump the dirty water, then sprinted to the nearest pump. She began to work the handle of the pump, which was attached by a long hose to the river somewhere. With so many people living in the valley now, they had apparently found it necessary to make water more accessible.
After a few seconds of pumping, the bucket was half full. She glanced into it then, and screamed. Fitz’s head, half solid, half liquid, floated in the bucket, his hair fanned out like a floating corpse. He winked at her.
“Hello, Tabitha,” he said.
“Fitz!” she exclaimed. “What is your head doing in Habis’s bucket?”
“I know,” he said, looking slightly embarrassed, “not very classy, but I had to contact you at once, and this seemed the best way. We have found the naptrap.”
“You what?” Tabitha cried, nearly dumping Fitz onto the grass in her excitement. “Oh! Sorry.”
“Yes,” he said, his face sloshing around a bit. “A nymph named—well, no matter about his name—spotted it dangling from a woman’s neck as she bathed in a river. She wears it like a necklace, on a simple strand of twine.”
“Who?” Tabitha said. “Where is she?”
Fitz’s eyes went wide. “None other than the witch, March, Tabitha. And she is on her way to you as we speak!”
Tabitha stared into the bucket, stunned. “I don’t believe it,” she said. “March bathes? I mean—she had the naptrap this whole time? But how?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Fitz said. “Go, Tabitha, retrieve it. Fulfill the promise that you made to the three queens!” With that, his head dissolved into the water again and she watched as he slipped up the nozzle of the pump. Tabitha left the bucket where it lay and ran.
“Where’s my bucket?” Habis demanded crossly when Tabitha emerged, panting. She didn’t answer. Instead, she grabbed Chantra’s arm and dragged her toward the center of the city.
“Ouch! Tabitha. What are you doing?”
“March is coming!” Tabitha shrieked, bubbling with excitement and terror all at once. “She has the naptrap. We have to save Brinley’s mother!”
Just then, a booming sound rent the air above them. They looked up just in time to see the giant red head of a dragon emerge from the mist at the top of the bridge to Hesh. A short, dark figure sat upon his back. The dragon gave a mighty roar and filled the air with fire. The crowd screamed and scattered, but the dragon didn’t even glance down. He shot straight across the center of the city and over to the bridge on the other side, disappearing into the mist at the top of it.
At his sudden disappearance, the screams from the crowd died out awkwardly, leaving a strained silence in their wake.
Habis was the first to break it. “WELL, DON’T JUST STAND THERE! MOVE IT, PEOPLE!” she shouted, clanging her spoon against the cauldron several times.
Chantra snapped into action and grabbed Tabitha’s arm, startling her out of a temporary trance. “That was the bridge to the Magisterium,” she said. “Come on! Let’s go after him!”
She hopped onto Tabitha’s back and Tabitha yelped and stumbled forward painfully.
“Argh!” Chantra said, bouncing up and down. “Come on, Tabitha, let’s GO!”
“Right,” Tabitha said, shaking her head several times. “I forgot.”
A split second later, Tabitha’s body erupted outward in all directions and Chantra was clinging to the back of a giant white dragon. Tabitha let out a roar and leapt into the air, speeding off to the bridge.
Below them, the panicked crowed had begun to scream again, and Habis was shouting at them: “Was that really necessary? And where is my wash bucket?”
They passed over the bridge and entered the mist, and the city was gone. On the other side, Kuzo was not hard to find. High above the spires and battlements of the Magisterium, a mass of red streaked through the sky, leaving a trail of fire that washed against the stone and faded from view.
From a high window of the tower, a figure stepped into view. Tabitha thought that it looked like Animus, and a moment later when he stepped into the air and did not fall, she was sure that it was. He brought his hands together in a wide arc. When they met, thunder echoed over the Magisterium.
Kuzo spun in the air to face him. “There you are, Animus,” March bellowed from his back. “I knew you were here.”
Tabitha banked toward the tower that Animus had stepped out of and settled atop the battlements to watch.
“Yes, I am here,” Animus said calmly. “The wizards were very stubbornly refusing to run and hide from Shael’s army, so I came to convince them.”
“Wizards, like all humans, are foolish,” Kuzo said, snapping his jaws together for emphasis.
“Indeed,” Animus said. “But why are you here?”
“I hoped the king would come for the wizards,” March said. “But I suppose I’ll just have to settle for you instead.”
“I see,” Animus said. “But why are you here, Kuzo?”
The dragon’s voice became deathly quiet (for a dragon) and Tabitha had to strain to make out his words. “I am not as young as I once was, Animus.”
“Indeed,” Animus said. “Nor I.”
Kuzo rolled his shoulders restlessly, causing March to slip and right herself. She scowled at him as he spoke to Animus. “Neither bird nor beast nor any form of man can cross the Rift into the Ire, Animus, yet once I could do so.” Then he paused, and there was a deep, angry rumbling in his chest. “I no longer possess the strength of my youth. I need to cross the bridge, and yet the mages have blocked it with some enchantment.” He pointed a threatening claw at Animus. “I demand passage.”
“You want to go into the Ire?” Animus said. “Why?”
“The time has come for my revenge!” Kuzo roared. He slapped a stone merlon with his forefoot and it tumbled to the ground like a missile.
“You wish to destroy Gadjihalt?” Animus said. “You will have to single-handedly destroy Shael’s army to get to him, even after you aid this witch in setting him free. If you are not strong enough to get in by yourself, I doubt that you are strong enough for such a feat as that.”
“I am stronger than you know!” Kuzo roared. He filled the air between them with fire, but Animus lifted his arms and the burning air ballooned upward in a giant plume before it reached him.
“Be reasonable,” Animus said. “Your enemies are our enemies. Fight with us and we can help each other.”
“Hah!” March sneered. “He has been a prisoner long enough. He will not be the servant of a human king!”
The dragon leapt from the battlement, spouting fire. Tabitha jumped forward too, meeting his fire with her own. A second later, their bodies collided like two hurricanes, a mix of grinding scales and spinning tails, slashing claws and snapping jaws.
They orbited each other wildly, once, twice, three times, and then Tabitha climbed onto the red dragon’s back. She changed shape then, recklessly, dropping Chantra into the air, and suddenly she was face to face with March. She caught the witch by surprise, lunged at her neck, and her fingers found what they were looking for. She tore at the string savagely, grappling with the witch’s arms. Then she had it. But the witch’s hands had tightened on her wrists. She couldn’t get away.
“You can’t have Brinley’s mother,” Tabitha snarled, and March’s eyes widened. She mouthed a curse, and Tabitha’s hand shot open against her will. The witch snatched the vial away and kicked her, and she tumbled into the air. She was a dragon again, turning, reaching for the witch, but Kuzo sank his teeth into her leg. She turned on him and snarled, and they were blown apart as a pillar of fire erupted between them. Chantra was suspended in the midst of it, fifty feet above the ground, with one hand spread out to each of them, her body the glowing center of a blossoming fireball.
Kuzo was flung out toward the sea, tumbling head over tail several times. March was launched free of him toward the ground and disappeared into a puff of smoke halfway there. Tabitha was thrown back into the wall of the Magisterium. When she struck it, she turned back into herself and slid down the wall to crumple beside Animus. She fell a little harder than she meant to, and prodded herself experimentally before deciding that she hadn’t broken any bones.
“Are you all right?” Animus asked, helping her to her feet. “I almost came to your aid, but you seemed to have things under control.”
“Oh, I’m fine,” she said. “He’s stronger than I thought, but he’ll be all right. He’s just not himself today.”
Animus nodded. “Dragons, like most of us, cannot hear well when their hearts are full of anger. And he has much to be angry about.”
“We might need your help,” Tabitha said. “If we’re going to do this without hurting him.”
Animus nodded. “I’ll be right behind you.”
“Animus,” Tabitha said, hesitating. “March had the naptrap. I had it in my hands, and I let her get away.”
Animus stared at her, then nodded. “You did the best you could. Let it go. Another task faces you now.”
Tabitha set her jaw and leapt from the battlement of the tower, becoming a dragon again. She glided through the pillar of fire on her way to the sea so that Chantra could drop onto her back.
“Do you still see him?” Chantra asked, and Tabitha nodded, barreling toward the tiny red dot that she could see on the horizon. Kuzo was fleeing out to sea now.
“Why does he flee?” Tabitha asked.
“Perhaps he is afraid to face us,” Chantra said.
“He is afraid to face himself.” It was Animus who had spoken. Tabitha turned to see him speeding along beside her, head and shoulders protruding from a blustering swirl of wind, like a figurehead on the prow of an invisible ship.
Kuzo was putting distance between them now. Tabitha redoubled her efforts, straining for speed. She wondered how fast he was in his old age. It was quite possible she would not be able to catch up from this far back. “I can’t go any faster”.
“Yes, you can,” Animus said, and suddenly a powerful tailwind urged her forward.
When Kuzo realized that he was not going to get away, he turned to face them, releasing a torrent of fire. Chantra redirected it into the waves of the rising tide, and the air around them was filled with the hiss of steam. Tabitha was coming in too fast for Kuzo to dodge, and she hit him in the center of his chest. Pivoting downward sharply, she drove him into the sea. Cold water swallowed them and she felt Kuzo panic. Water and cold are not the friends of a dragon. Even now, Tabitha could feel the burning core of her body begin to cool. Kuzo beat her off and struggled into the air, releasing a mad burst of flames that sizzled across the water. But then the flames were gone, and the air was gone, and Kuzo fell, flapping futilely, back into the sea.
From above, they heard Animus say, “Fire and wings both require the wind to work, my friend. And I will not allow you to find them tonight. The time has come for you to calm down.”
Kuzo bellowed and slapped the water with his tail. He opened his mouth to breathe fire again, but the light in his throat was gone. Still, he refused to give up. He lashed out with his tail and caught Tabitha by surprise. She flung Chantra into the air with a flick of her foreleg just before she was pulled beneath the surface, unwilling to drag her into an underwater wrestling match. With any luck, Animus would catch her in the air.
She grappled with Kuzo, but he forced her deeper. Too late, she realized that he was bigger than she was, and much stronger. It hadn’t mattered so much in the sky. There she was lighter and faster. Here he was heavier, broader, and she couldn’t get away. He might have drowned her then, had it not been for Fitz.
The prince of the nymph kingdom leapt out of the sea and landed on the red dragon’s belly with a sword of polished bone and a rope that looked as if it had been woven from the tide. He pried one of Kuzo’s scales up with the tip of his sword and the dragon twisted defensively, releasing Tabitha and turning his underbelly into the cold water.
Tabitha became a seal, determined to put some distance between herself and Kuzo. When she was safely away, she turned back to see if Fitz needed help. Fitz was on the dragon’s back now, and Kuzo turned over, snapping at him. But Fitz was too fast. He dove out of the way, then reemerged on Kuzo’s other side and climbed back onto the dragon’s belly.
Tabitha and Kuzo realized what Fitz was doing at the same moment. There was far less rope in Fitz’s hands now than when he had started, and it was coiled three or four times around Kuzo’s middle. Kuzo roared with fury and Fitz dove back into the sea. The dragon beat his wings again, but the rope drew taut across his chest and he began to sink into the water. The more he struggled, the deeper he sank. Finally, when his head was the only thing above the surface, he stopped thrashing. He was beaten, and he knew it. He opened his mouth to breathe fire, but once again nothing came out. He wailed in protest. Then, with nothing left to do, chained to the sea with the warmth seeping out of him, Kuzo surrendered.
Fitz’s grinning face bobbed out of the water next to Tabitha, and he grinned. “I was watching you.”
Tabitha changed back into her own form and he held out an arm for her to hold on to. His skin was warmer than she expected.
They approached the dragon slowly, listening to his heavy breathing and watching for signs of further struggle, but he did not lash out again.
“What did you tie him to?” Tabitha asked in wonder. “Some sort of sea creature?”
Fitz nodded.
“But what could be big enough to hold a dragon?” She stuck her head under the water before she realized what she was doing, and came out sputtering.
Fitz grinned. “Come to the sea sometime, and I’ll show you.”
Tabitha blushed, and then turned into a dragon again. Almost by accident, she caught him with her tail and pushed him back into the water. When he came back out and climbed onto her back, she pretended not to notice. But she did notice. She saw the look of longing in his eyes—a desire for new things, new people—and she recognized it as the same longing that had filled her life and driven her to know every animal and learn the names of all the birds. She and Fitz were connected in a way she could not explain, yet so much separated them. Even now a thin line of water ran down his foot and trailed into the sea, anchoring him to the place that he refused to leave. It was not unlike the rope that bound Kuzo, and it was the reason she knew they would never be more than friends.
Kuzo gave a final roar. It was full of sorrow this time instead of anger, and the sound tugged at Tabitha’s heart. Finally, he rolled onto his back and drifted with the tide. Tabitha did the same, pulling up alongside him, and Animus slipped out of the air to land on her belly beside Chantra.
The Mage of Fire wrung her hair out as she gazed at Kuzo. When she was finished, she slipped into the water and climbed up onto him. She sat down cross-legged in the center of his belly as she had done on Tabitha, and then put out her hands, palms down, as if warming them over a fire. A second later, a small fire erupted beneath them, dancing over his shining scales like sunlight in a jewel.
Kuzo lifted his head out of the water to stare at it, then at her.
“You,” he said.
“Me,” she agreed. “You might have noticed me earlier, if you hadn’t been in such a foul mood.”
The dragon growled, but said nothing.
“It has been a long time,” she prompted.
“Not so long,” he said. “They came looking for you. You got out of your stone, I see. You have grown.”
“You have not,” Chantra said without looking at him. “The same anger still consumes you. The same lust for revenge. You found your fire, but you are not using it how I hoped you would.”
Kuzo lowered his head back to rest on the water. “Can I not have my revenge?”
“Is that what you really want?” Chantra asked. “Will killing Gadjihalt make you happy? Or Shael? Or his armies? Will the burning of the whole Ire solve your problem?”
Kuzo was silent.
“What, then?”
A small breeze buffeted Chantra’s fire and Animus was beside her. He sat down cross-legged and spread his own hands over the heat.
Tabitha changed back into herself then, climbed up after them, and sat beside Chantra.
“Well, Kuzo?” Tabitha asked. “What do you want?”
He raised his head out of the water again and craned his neck around to stare at the three of them. “I believe,” he said slowly, “that I wish to die.”
They stared at him for a moment in silence, and then Animus nodded. “You want to go home,” he corrected gently. “It is not the same thing.”
“It is for me!” Kuzo snarled. “What home do I have left here? My family is gone. Who will want to share their land with a dragon? In what corner of this world will I be welcome? Tell me that! No. There is no place left for me in this world. I am ready to die, but there is no death for a dragon except in battle. And you will not give me even that.”
Tabitha suddenly felt ashamed. She hadn’t thought about how lonely it must be to be the last dragon in the world. And she hadn’t thought at all about where Kuzo might live when she set him free. She could remember what it was like to have no place in the world. But she had found one. First at the Magisterium and then with Brinley. Where would Kuzo find such a place? Who would want him, or even care?
An idea struck her then. “Kuzo,” she said. “What if there was a place?”
He let his head float on the surface of the water beside them still, but he opened one eye. “What’s this?” he said.
“What if we had a place for you to go? A place where you could roam freely and eat whatever you wanted. I mean, you would have the place mostly to yourself. We don’t go there much, but when we do, we would all be happy to see you.”
Animus cleared his throat, but Tabitha ignored him.
Kuzo raised his head again and swung it around to glare at her. “There is no such place.”
“There is,” Tabitha said, nodding excitedly and rushing ahead. “There’s our home. The home of the Magemother and the mages. There is Calypsis! You can stay with us, and you can build your own sand cave if you want, or even have a room in the palace, and Belsie and I can bring you heartbeasts and deer to eat.”
Kuzo snarled. “I will not be kept like some pet and fed with a spoon!”
Tabitha nodded several times. “Of course not,” she said. “You would be able to leave whenever you want. You can come right back to Aberdeen and hunt whenever you get hungry. You can eat anything you want. Except birds,” she added. “And sheep.”
“And cows and horses,” Chantra said. “You can’t eat any livestock.”
“Or people,” Animus added as an afterthought.
Kuzo grumbled. “This sounds very limiting,” he said, “but I’ll agree to give it a try.”
Tabitha clapped her hands together. “Oh, wonderful! You’ll be happy there, and I can come and visit you every day!” (Kuzo looked less than pleased about this, but said nothing.) “And don’t worry about Brinley. I’m sure she won’t mind at all.”
Animus raised an eyebrow. “It’s settled, then,” he said.
They drifted for a few more minutes on the water, enjoying the peace and quiet of the empty sea. Then Animus glanced at the sky and declared it time to go. “Soon I must summon the Magemother back from Inveress.”
Chantra put a hand to Kuzo’s cold belly, and Tabitha watched as the fire filled his eyes again. She had warmed up his core.
They all rode on Kuzo’s back this time, Animus in front, with Chantra and Tabitha behind him.
“Are you all right, little one?” Kuzo asked Tabitha. “I did not spare you any pain in our battle, and you are not a real dragon, after all.”
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha said, touching her leg where he had bitten it. In her human form, it was just a scratch. “I’m fine.”
As she said it, she couldn’t help thinking of the naptrap. She had found it, and she had failed to get it. Her eyes widened in horror as she realized something else. Something about the look on March’s face.
She had told the witch who the naptrap held.



Chapter Fifteen
In which Hugo stubs his toe
When Hugo awoke the next morning, he thought that he had never felt so peaceful. He lay there for a moment and stared at the sky and felt the way the grass had softened and formed to match the curve of his back. He struggled to recall what Brinley had shown him, what it was that lay behind the curtain of light, but try as he might, he could not remember.
“Come now,” Lashé said, nudging him in the ribs with his boot. “I said get up. Your friend is already tending to the trees.”
Hugo followed Lashé to the far end of the bowl, wondering how they were going to make their way up the wall. It was easily a hundred feet high, and there were no distinguishing formations to indicate a decent foothold. There were no stairs that he could see, and the face was slick. Even if he were a good climber (which he was not), there would be precious few handholds in that type of wall.
Finally, when they were a few feet away, he realized that what he had taken for a mere color shift partway up the wall actually denoted a slight change in the width of the stone. Between the spots of red and orange, there was a little lip about an inch wide.
“Don’t tell me that’s our way up,” Hugo said, indicating the tiny ledge.
“What’s wrong, Hugo?” Lashé asked. “Path a bit too narrow for your liking?”
“A bit.” Lashé was removing his boots. “Can’t you just magic your way up there?” Hugo said.
Lashé paused. “Can’t you?”
“I could,” Hugo grumbled. He glanced up at the top of the wall and closed his eyes, reaching out for the light. He slipped through it toward the top of the wall and felt Molad slipping right alongside him, out of his cell and back into power.
With a yelp, Hugo abandoned the light and let himself fall. Luckily, he had only traveled ten feet or so, and the grass was soft. Lucky, too, he landed on his feet. Still, his knees buckled, and he crumpled into an unintended crouch.
“I guess you can’t, then,” Lashé said.
“If you’re such a powerful wizard, why don’t you just send me up there?”
“I never said I was powerful,” Lashé said. “I only said I was old.”
Hugo slapped himself in the head. “What am I thinking? I’ll just have Cannon set us down up there with the wind.”
“Come now, Hugo,” Lashé said sharply. “The things you learn up there are for you alone.” His tone softened a bit. “You must get there alone. That’s part of the lesson.”
He was taking off his socks now. He brought one of them up to his nose curiously and then tossed it on the ground and wiped a tear out of his eye. “I recommend you take your socks off as well, and you might want to go first so that you’re not downwind.”
The nearest bit of the rock lip was about three feet in the air. Just high enough to make stepping onto it out of the question. He thought that if his leg was strong enough he might be able to put one foot up and then just straighten it, lifting his whole weight up in one smooth motion. He tried it and hopped back from the wall, laughing bitterly. Stupid idea, really. Resisting the urge to ask Lashé for advice, he took a running jump at the wall.
On his first try, he jumped high enough, but too far forward, bounced against it, and slid off painfully. The second time, he made it. He was standing on his toes with his chest against the wall and his arms spread out to the sides awkwardly. He learned very quickly that he had to keep his knees bent and squeeze himself tight against the wall in order to keep his balance.
“The path lies to your right, Hugo, whenever you decide you are ready,” Lashé whispered in his ear, and Hugo nearly slipped.
“Oy! How did you get up so fast?”
“I make this climb every morning. Come now, you don’t have stamina enough to dawdle.” He climbed up past him.
Hugo inched to the right. It wasn’t as bad as he thought it was going to be. When the ledge began to angle upward at a steeper angle, he changed his mind. His right thigh was starting to quiver with the effort, since he was bending it deeper than his left.
A few minutes later he was dripping with sweat, but that was the least of his worries. He was over twenty feet high now. Falling would really hurt from here. On top of everything else, the wind had changed, and Lashé’s feet really did stink something fierce. At least the wind felt good against his sweaty back.
Hugo soon realized that the valley was not exactly round. There was a bulge in the rock wall off to the right, after which the rock changed slightly and slanted off at a thirty-degree angle. The ledge stopped at this bulge in the wall, and he was certain that there would be no way to get around it, but he kept going anyway. As he neared it, his right hand brushed a handhold for the first time and he gripped it like a lifeline.
“That ledge you just found with your hand is where your feet go next,” Lashé said.
Hugo’s heart sank as he craned his neck to look up. Sure enough, the lip of stone continued on above him, slanting away in the opposite direction. He kept inching to the right, hoping that the ledge above him would drop down to where he could comfortably step onto it, but by the time he reached the protuberance in the wall, it was still at his waist.
He glanced down. Forty feet high now. A fall would almost certainly kill him. Maybe reaching for his power would be worth the risk. Even if Molad took control, at least he would still be alive. He shook the thought away. It hadn’t come to that yet.
“ARE YOU FINISHED WITH MY TREES ALREADY, CANNON?” Lashé shouted without warning. “I KNOW YOU’RE NOT, BECAUSE IT TAKES ME ALL MORNING TO DO IT MYSELF, AND I AM AN EXPERT!”
Hugo jerked in surprise, and his calves screamed in protest. He glanced down and saw that Cannon had come over to the base of the wall to watch them.
“Yeah,” Cannon called up. “I’m just going to stand here for a minute and save Hugo when he falls.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” Lashé called back. “You will go back to work at once and stop interfering. I promise he won’t die.”
“All right, all right,” Cannon called, and began to walk back.
“Are you going to stand there all day?” Lashé asked. “Or are you going to step up?”
“Step up?” Hugo said.
Lashé tapped the rock lip at their waist meaningfully.
“Right,” Hugo said nervously. Both legs were shaking now. He was exhausted, and this was going to be the hardest part yet. He gritted his teeth. He would just have to go for it.
At the last moment, Lashé tapped him on the shoulder.
“Aaahh, what?” Hugo said, silencing a flash of anger.
“I just promised your friend that you wouldn’t die,” Lashé said. “So don’t fall.”
Hugo stared at him blankly. Cannon was right. Whether Lashé was trying to kill him or save him, he was definitely crazy.
After mustering every last bit of resolve that he could find, Hugo leaned forward onto his hands and pushed upward, straightening his arms until his feet no longer touched the ledge beneath him. Slowly, he began to raise one leg. For a moment, he thought it was working, but then he began to lose his balance. Everything inside him wanted to lean forward and counterbalance his legs, but his upper body was already pressed up against the wall. His back screamed in protest as he attempted to overcome the laws of physics through brute strength.
Before he even got his foot close, he knew he was going to fall, so he decided to slip back down to the lip beneath him instead.
Unfortunately, he set himself back down a little more quickly than he intended to. The result was that instead of landing gracefully with his toes lining right up with the center of the lip, he bashed them into the face of the wall instead. He panicked then, and scraped savagely with his feet, looking for the ledge. As he did, he felt both big toenails rip clear of their beds. That is, the right one ripped clear. The left was still hanging on for dear life.
Cowering on the cliff face, his shaking legs planted thankfully on the ledge once more, he felt a flood of rage at the pain, at Lashé, and at his own stupidity.
He screamed and scraped his forehead against the rock.
“Are you done fooling around?” Lashé said. “Try again, then. You had the right idea.”
Hugo bit back a retort. At least he did have the right idea. That was good to know. Maybe he had been closer than he thought.
Abandoning caution, he tried again. This time he fell much more quickly. He missed his footing entirely and found himself hanging from his hands, teeth gritted. He couldn’t hold on for much longer. He glanced down. Cannon had not come back to help. Lashé was not coming to his aid either. His left hand slipped from the wall. Then his right. As he fell, he reached for his power. He found it, touched the light, and Molad was there beside him.
It was a real choice this time, not a mere testing of the waters, so Hugo had little hope that he would be able to put his power back down before Molad had taken over. He was very much surprised when, a moment later, he found himself sitting at the top of the wall with his feet dangling over the edge, still in his right mind.
Why? he asked in his head, but Molad did not respond. Whatever the reason, for the first time ever (as far as he knew) Molad was willing to let Hugo remain in control.
Hugo watched Lashé finish the ascent. He was much faster now that Hugo was not slowing him down, and in a few short minutes he was sitting beside Hugo, looking down at the tiny figure of Cannon in the apple trees with his nose in a book.
“Have you learned your first lesson?” Lashé asked.
“Something about how staying in perfect balance will keep Molad from taking control?” Hugo asked.
“No.”
“Something about taking a leap?” Hugo said. “A leap of faith, maybe? Trusting myself?”
“No. You learned it down at the bottom, when you tried to access your power alone and failed. Then again when you fell and succeeded in touching your power.”
“I didn’t want to,” Hugo said. “I was afraid that when I did, Molad would come out. And I was right.”
“Because your power is not your own. One side cannot touch it alone. It belongs to both of you, and neither. The darkness is nothing without the light, and vice versa. That is why he saved you. This is the first lesson.”
Hugo shifted uneasily. “Actually, Molad’s been telling me that since the beginning.”
“Maybe you should listen to him,” Lashé said.
Hugo frowned. “That reminds me. Molad could have taken my power from me just now, but he didn’t. He let me stay in control. He’s never done before.”
“How do you know he’s never done it before?”
Hugo shook his head. “I don’t know. But how do you explain him doing it now? Why would he want me here with you when he could be flying back to Shael’s side as we speak?”
“Perhaps he is just as curious as you are to discover what I know,” Lashé said smoothly. “If I am being honest, it will probably benefit him just as much as it does you.”
Hugo groaned. “You mean that there is no way out. No end to the struggle? No one wins? Shael already told me that.”
“Telling is easily done,” Lashé said. “And words are easily dismissed. That is why I won’t be just telling you anything.”
“What do you mean?”
“Did you think this climb was some silly exercise in symbolism?” Lashé said, getting to his feet. “We came up here for a reason, Hugo. We came up here for this…”
He stepped aside, and for the first time Hugo noticed a short, graceful tree growing out of a crevice in the rock. It was about as tall as Hugo, and all of its gently curving branches were on the right side. Even the branches that originated on the left side of the trunk bent around and ended on the right. It was the wind that made it that way, Hugo knew, blowing constantly in the same direction as the tree grew. Most trees like this looked strangely unbalanced, but this one didn’t. It must have been the perfect round white fruit that made up for it. There was something special about that fruit, to be sure. He could tell just by looking at it. He could feel the light from here. He was surprised he had not noticed it before; it must have been behind him the whole time, but he had never turned around to look.
“This is a truemeat tree,” Lashé said, touching one of the sloping branches gently.
“What does it do?” Hugo asked. “I mean, it’s clearly not a normal tree…”
“No,” Lashé agreed. “The truemeat tree allows two people to understand each other.”
“How does it work?” Hugo asked, reaching for a piece of fruit. Then he remembered his manners and looked at Lashé.
Lashé nodded. “Pick it,” he said, and Hugo did. It was much softer than he had imagined, like a ripe, skinless pear. He wondered how the fruit survived without skin.
“Wondering how it works?” Lashé said. “You take a bite, and I take a bite, and then we talk.”
“That’s it?” Hugo said, examining the fruit doubtfully. “How will that be any different from what we’re doing now?”
“Because I could lie to you, and you might not know it. After you eat the fruit, truth will be as easy to distinguish from falsehood as light is from the dark. Go ahead. Eat. You will see.”
Hugo took a bite of the fruit. It was soft and sweet and slightly bland, and miraculously warm. It melted in his mouth.
He handed it to Lashé, who took a bite as well.
Like waking from a dream, the world around him faded away. They were still sitting on the top of the cliff, but the bowl of grass and the apple orchard had vanished, replaced by stars. Hugo had never thought about what it would be like to float among the stars in the night sky, but that is what it looked like to him now. Stars, like a million distant pinpricks in a carpet of black, winked back at him across distances that he could not fathom. Part of him was suddenly afraid of all that space, as if it would swallow him, or by its mere existence make him insignificant, but another part of him felt deep peace in its presence, as if an equally great space inside of him were resonating with it. The blackness was broken up only by the distant twinkling of stars, and the faint glow of their own bodies, which had become slightly luminescent since partaking of the fruit.
“Ask me what the truemeat tasted like,” Lashé whispered.
“What did the truemeat taste like?” Hugo asked.
“Chicken.”
The word left his mouth like a storm cloud, rolling out of his glowing soul as a visible wave of darkness.
“Truemeat has always reminded me of warm milk and honey.” This time his words glowed as they left his body, like slow ripples from the fire that filled him.
“A lie and a truth,” Lashé said. “Now you understand.”
Hugo nodded, and a sudden spark of inspiration filled him. He could ask Lashé anything he wanted, and he would have to tell the truth. “Who are you, really? Tell me about yourself.”
Lashé shook his head. “I will not.”
Truth.
“Why?”
“Because it would impede my giving you the information that you require.”
Truth.
“Fine,” Hugo said. “Say what you have to say.”
“First I will repeat what I told you earlier: Your power is not your own. It belongs to the light and the dark, and it belongs to neither of you. Neither can have true power without being in a relationship with the other.”
Truth.
“So what?” Hugo said.
“So there is no war for you to win. One cannot ever annihilate the other.”
Truth.
“That’s what Shael said,” Hugo muttered. Then he remembered something. “But that’s not what he said about annihilation. He said that there was a path that I could take, and that it would obliterate the darkness, but it would kill me too.”
“That is a half truth. It is not the darkness that is annihilated on that path.”
Truth.
“Then what is?”
“You,” Lashé said.
A small, shimmering gray wave rose out of Lashé at those words, and he watched it float away thoughtfully. Not quite a lie, but not quite the truth. A misunderstanding?
“Let me rephrase. On that path, the you that you think you are now, dies.”
Truth.
“The me that I…what?” Hugo said. “Are you talking about Molad?”
Lashé smiled. “Right now you think of yourself as Hugo, am I right?”
“Obviously,” Hugo said.
“You think of yourself, Hugo, and Hugo is the light, and Molad is the darkness.Correct?”
“Well…yeah.” Hugo said. “I’ve never really thought about it before, but that sounds right.”
“In reality, Hugo, the real you is so big that it encompasses both sides that you see. You are the light and the darkness, Molad and Hugo. But there is another side to this truth. From another perspective, you are so small that you are neither of them. You, the real you, is the calm, silent being that stands between.”
Truth.
Hugo scratched his head. This was beginning to remind him of one of Archibald’s lessons, where he would ask a simple question and Archibald would answer with something akin to the unabridged history of the universe.
“I thought you were going to teach me how to control Molad,” he said.
Lashé laughed. “Youth,” he mumbled to himself. “I had forgotten how impatient it is. Yes, Hugo, we are getting there. Let me help you understand. Close your eyes for a moment. Watch your thoughts. Watch your own mind. Be like a cat, watching a mouse hole, waiting for a mouse to come out. A thought to come out. Then tell me what comes out.”
“This is stupid,” Hugo said. “I mean, that’s what came out of my mental mouse hole.”
“Good, good. What next?”
“Now there’s an apple tree, and Cannon. I’m wondering what he’s doing. Now there are these words that I’m saying.” Some of the initial strangeness of the exercise had worn off now, and Hugo felt an odd sense of freedom. “Now there is worry, because what if I don’t describe my thoughts right and you see lie-clouds coming out of me?” Hugo paused. “Now there is discomfort, because I don’t like telling you everything I think.”
“Good, good. Go on.”
“Um…Now there is more worry. What if nothing comes out of the hole? Where does that leave me?” He trailed off. His thoughts had rolled to a sudden stop.
“Ah,” Lashé said. “There’s the silence. It can take an awfully long time for a person’s mind to roll to a stop when it is spinning so quickly. Open your eyes.”
Hugo did. He felt peaceful.
“From this experience we see that you are not your thoughts,” Lashé said. “If you can watch them, then you are not them. They happen close to you, and you may feel close to them, attached, even, but they are not you.”
Truth.
“Now, do you trust me?”
“No,” Hugo admitted.
“Fair enough. But will you trust me for a moment? I promise to do nothing during this conversation to cause you immediate harm.”
Truth.
“Okay,” Hugo said. “Fire away.”
“Close your eyes again,” Lashé said. “Do everything as you did before.”
A few moments later, after Hugo’s mind had wound down into silence again, Lashé said, “Now, regardless of what you feel or hear, keep watching the mouse hole, keep watching your mind, and tell me what you see.”
Hugo watched, and waited. For a while, nothing happened. Then thoughts started coming back into his head. Thoughts of anticipation, of fear, and he spoke them as they came. Suddenly, in the middle of his words, Lashé slapped him in the face.
Hugo’s eyes snapped open. For a moment, he didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know what to think. He wasn’t thinking anything at all, he realized.
Then something in his chest hardened and he felt a rush of anger.
“WHAT WAS THAT FOR?” he yelled.
Lashé sighed. “You stopped watching the mouse hole.”
Truth.
“Did you see the anger coming before you became angry yourself?” Lashé asked.
“Well…yeah,” Hugo said sheepishly. “I noticed it, for a second.”
“It came out of the same place, and for a moment, you were there with it, just watching it. But then it overwhelmed you. Emotions do that. They are so strong that we confuse them for ourselves almost instantly. One moment we are feeling anger, sitting there with it. In that moment it is a separate thing. Then we become it. We are angry. But you, the real you, are not your thoughts or your emotions, but the watcher. The deep, silent presence which sees them. When you absorb an emotion, like you just did, you become it. The real you, the watcher, goes unconscious for a while. Later, you wake up from the anger, as if something had taken you over.”
Truth.
“Unconscious?” Hugo asked.
“Asleep mentally,” Lashé explained. “The light of your awareness goes out and you can no longer act. Only be acted upon. You’ve already begun to figure this out for yourself. You have gained power over Molad by remaining aware, by staying in your place of power and not letting the world distract you or incite you into strong emotions and reaction patterns.”
“Well, at least I’m getting something right,” Hugo said.
“But that is not a good long-term plan.”
“Why?” Hugo asked.
“Because it is such a slippery slope if you stand between Hugo and Molad and favor one or the other. If you say, I want Hugo to win, and Molad is bad, then you aren’t silently observing anymore, are you? You’re wanting things, feeling things, judging things, and soon you will be unconscious. It is impossible to maintain balance this way for long. This is what your forbearers have tried and failed to do.”
Truth.
“But what else is there?” Hugo asked.
“There is a higher path,” Lashé said. “One in which you refuse to take sides. One in which you devote all your efforts not to one side of the struggle within you or the other, but to staying awake as the watcher. This is the path of non-resistance. In it, you do nothing.”
“But what if Molad takes over and does something bad?” Hugo said.
“There is no good or bad, Hugo, without your thoughts. On this path, you choose to have no thoughts about good or bad.”
“Excuse me?” Hugo said, but then he saw that Lashé’s words had come out as a gray cloud. Another half truth or misunderstanding.
Lashé waved it away. “No matter. On this path, you must trust that good and evil are already in balance. You must let them do as they please, and not put out your hand to tip the scale either way. This is the only path to balance that I can show you.”
Truth.
“But what if Molad does something bad?” Hugo objected. “There is good and bad, Lashé. You can’t tell me otherwise.”
Lashé nodded. “It seems so, doesn’t it? But most people who you would call evil are really just asleep. Their observers are asleep. Or they are drugged, addicted to negative emotions. They live their lives as a cycle of thoughts and emotions and desires that they can no longer differentiate from themselves. The more they fall asleep, the harder it is to wake up. Soon they are trapped in a dream, from which they cannot awaken on their own.”
Hugo nodded impatiently. “Okay, but there’s real evil too, isn’t there? Molad isn’t just a bad thought. He’s real.”
“Molad is darkness, Hugo. Not evil. Real evil is rare. Real evil takes someone who is truly awake. Real evil is when someone seeks to put other people’s observers to sleep. Real evil seeks to be the only one awake, and therefore, the only one really alive. Real evil seeks dominion, control, death. It is a very lonely sort of power. This is the type of power Shael seeks. This is the type of person he is.”
Truth.
“But why would anyone do that?” Hugo said. “What’s the point of living alone in an empty world?”
Lashé chuckled and tapped himself over the heart. “A good question. But now we’ve reached the end of what you will be able to understand. The only thing rarer than a truly evil person is a good person that is capable of understanding him. In time, you may come to such an understanding, but that is not the purpose of our conversation.”
“Right,” Hugo said thoughtfully. He had learned so much that his head was hurting. Come to think of it, his stomach didn’t feel great either. As if from a long way off, it began to rumble. The fruit had not been enough to make up for the fact that he had not eaten breakfast yet.
At that thought, Hugo found himself suddenly back in the real world. Cannon and the trees were back, along with the throb of his broken toenails. He tried to silence his mind again, be the watcher, but it was hard with all that toe throbbing. Finally he gave up and reviewed what he had learned instead.
The more he thought about it, the more his mood began to darken. “Lashé,” he said slowly, “you’ve just told me the same thing Shael did.”
Lashé got to his feet and stretched. “Why should that surprise you? Shael doesn’t need to lie to get what he wants.”
“He doesn’t?”
“No. He wants the world to go on in balance so that he can have people to gain power over. He wants the battle between light and darkness, and he wants you to stop trying to take that battle away from him. He wants you to do nothing, which as it happens, is actually the right thing for you to do.” He laughed. “The best thing for darkness is also the best thing for light. That’s balance for you!” He became serious again, and laid a hand on Hugo’s shoulder. “I know it’s hard, Hugo. It is the hardest thing in the world to sit on the sidelines and do nothing, but that is the task that was given to you. You have to trust light and darkness to balance each other out. You can’t be expected to shoulder that burden all on your own. As for Shael, your responsibility is to guard the balance between light and darkness, not beat down one evil person when he gets too strong. Leave that to other people. You face the incredible, nearly insurmountable challenge of doing nothing. The hardest thing of all. But that is the final message: the most powerful thing you can do is to surrender.”
“But what about the other path?” Hugo asked.
Lashé’s face fell. “That path has been wisely disregarded by your predecessors, and you should do the same. That path represents the decision to give away your free will to the light. You give away your ability to choose, to govern, and to do nothing. If this happened, the light would destroy the darkness. But this is folly! Light cannot exist without darkness! The world would fall apart at the seams. No, Hugo. That path is not for you. The only path upon which there can be true balance is the one that I have already explained.”
Hugo glanced automatically at Lashé’s chest, looking for the telltale wave of light that would assure him of the truthfulness of Lashé’s words, but of course there was none. The truemeat had worn off. They were in the real world again. Lashé smiled at him, and he smiled back. A nagging voice in his head whispered that he had saved the most important part of the conversation until it was too late.
“Wait a minute,” he said. He turned and reached for another piece of truemeat and stopped.
There was none left. That was odd. He could have sworn there was more than one fruit earlier.
“Come, Hugo,” Lashé said. “I’ve taught you what you need to know. Stop resisting Molad and he’ll stop resisting you. Let light and darkness flow through you equally. They will balance themselves out. Keep being the watcher. Watch everything work itself out. Free yourself. Try it now.”
With that, he stepped off the edge of the cliff and floated gracefully to the ground. From far below, he waved for Hugo to join him.
Hugo reached for his power and found Molad there, waiting with it. They merged in that moment, and moved as one, and a second later Hugo slipped out of the light to stand beside Lashé.
Lashé patted him on the back. “Well done. And speaking of freeing, I do believe the time has come for us to break out of this prison. Let’s go finish preparations, and then I’ll explain the plan to you.”
“You have a plan?” Hugo said.
“Of course I have a plan! As I said, I’ve been preparing for years, just waiting for my opportunity, my edge, you see. And here you are.”
“We’re your edge?” Hugo said.
Lashé nodded. “Oh, yes,” he said. “There is a part of the plan I cannot do myself. You’ll see. I needed you, Hugo, and now you are here.”
Hugo nodded, following along, but his mind was still reeling from the changes that had taken place in a short amount of time. First off, there was an unnerving lack of opposition from Molad. Secondly, they had a real plan. Albeit, a plan he did not make, to escape a prison that he did not understand. And Lashé was assuring him that it would just all work out.
It felt too easy. He wasn’t ready for this. He shut his eyes for a moment and locked Molad away again.
Why? Molad said. For once there was no malice in his voice. He sounded wounded.
Because I don’t believe you. I don’t believe him.
Will you not believe the truth? Molad said.
No, Hugo replied stubbornly. Not this.
You will have to, in the end. Molad said.
Maybe so, Hugo said. But we’re not there yet…I still have time.



Chapter Sixteen
In which Brinley gets more than she bargained for
Brinley passed out of space and time and memory. Her own mind felt like a stranger—friendly, but unfamiliar, bereft of meaning. The only thing that was real to her was the feel of her mage’s hand inside her own, and the knowledge that she was bringing him home. She couldn’t remember where home was, or precisely what home was, but it didn’t matter. She was taking him there.
Time passed. Or perhaps it did not; it was hard to tell. She felt as if she had found the center of time itself and learned that it was but a single gleaming moment, rolling onward through the void, forever meeting her with an enthusiasm for life that dared her to reciprocate.
She wanted to, but life had little meaning here. Soon she could no longer remember the difference between life and death. On and off. Full and empty. One was one way, she knew, and the other was the other, but she could not remember which was which, or what the point of it all was.
But she still knew her child. She still knew her role as his mother—to bring him home. To love him beyond the bounds of logic or fate, until that love drew him back to the place that he had started from so long ago, in the days beyond remembering.
She woke upon a golden bed to the purring of a cat in her ear. It was the Swelter Cat, she thought. No other cat could be so warm. She opened her eyes and saw Tobias. There were two men, also. One was well dressed, with a sharp suit and a bowler hat and white formal gloves that gripped a shiny silver-handled cane. The other wore sturdy leather boots, jeans, a T-shirt, and a funny polyester jacket that didn’t fit into this world. Both of them were smiling at her.
A second later, her mind started working again and tears filled her eyes.
“Dad!” she cried. “Archibald! You’re alive. You’re both alive!”
She tried to hug them both at once, but had to take it in turns. Her father picked her up and spun her around so high that her feet nearly knocked Archibald’s hat off.
“Where are we?” she asked as he put her down. They were standing on a long plain of bright white, but she could not see the edge of it. It might have been the top of Cyus’s pyramid, or it might have been heaven.
“You are alive, aren’t you? We didn’t all die, did we?” Suddenly the memories of her last sane moments came hurtling back into her mind, and she covered her mouth with her hands. “Unda!” she exclaimed. “Lignumis! Oh, I jumped into the void!”
Her father gave a bark of laughter that made her jump. She had forgotten that he did that. How could she have forgotten?
“You sure did, Brin. It’s okay, though. Cyus thought it was impressive, and it didn’t take him too long to find you.”
“Quite right,” Archibald said. “Brought you out in no time, just like us. Good thing, too,” he said with a shiver. “I didn’t like it in there one bit. I do believe I nearly lost myself.”
“Not me,” her father said, rubbing his nose. “I thought it was relaxing.”
“Strange,” a voice said. “That is not how I would have described your mood when I found you.”
Brinley spun around. There, standing beside the golden bed that she had been lying on, was one of the most beautiful people she had ever seen. He reminded her of the gods of Aberdeen, the man and woman whom she had seen in the lightfall. His features were so similar, in fact, that the longer she looked at him the surer she was that they must be related.
“Yes,” he said. “I perceive that you have guessed my family tree. My name is Cyus. Elyus is my brother, and I believe you know his wife, Sevain, as well.”
She searched for something appropriate to say to this, but couldn’t think of what it was, so she settled on something simple. “Thank you for bringing us out.”
He shook his head. “The honor is mine, Magemother.” To her surprise he gave her a little bow. “Brinley, in your child’s time of need, you entered a place in which nothing can exist, and yet you retained your motherhood. Your name and your needs, your hopes and your memories, all of these were lost, yet you did not cease to be. There was no place to go, no knowledge of where you had come from, and yet your course was sure. You were a mother taking her child home, and in that regard, your mission is finished.”
“Where is he?” She searched their faces, turning from one man to the next.
“Unda is dead,” Cyus said finally. “He has…”
“Gone home,” Brinley finished, feeling a sudden rush of emotion. “Yes. I remember. Will he be all right there?”
“Oh, yes,” Cyus said, folding his hands and rocking back on his heels. “I think so.”
She swallowed, letting it sink in. He was gone.
“But,” she began a moment later, turning her thoughts back to Cyus. “What are you doing down here, beneath everything? Why aren’t you up there with them? And how did you save my father? And Archibald? And me?”
“So many questions.” Cyus sat down on the bed beside her and took her hand in his. He smiled at her. “I pulled you and Archibald and your father out of the void because I did not wish to see you perish. I was able to do so because it is a place that I frequently go. You may have seen hatches in the floor of Inveress on your journey here. They give me access to the place between this world and Aberdeen. The place between all worlds, in fact. Among other things, such access allows me to stop time and move through space instantly, both things that are necessary to my work here in Inveress. I can tell you more about that later, if you like.”
Brinley nodded. She caught her father’s eye and smiled at him. “Thank you for saving my dad,” she said. “And Archibald.” She leaned back, resting her hands on the bed, strangely at peace in the silence. Then she looked up at Cyus and found him smiling at her.
“Speaking of your father and Archibald,” Cyus said. “I do believe they have something they wish to discuss with you.”
“Really? What?”
“It’s about your mother,” Archibald said hastily. “And myself.” He fiddled with the handle of his cane unconsciously as he struggled to find the right words. “Well, you see, the fact of the matter is…” He cleared his throat. “What happened was…well…”
Her dad clapped a strong hand on her shoulder and bent down to look her in the eye. “Brin,” he said, pointing his thumb at Archibald, “what Archibald is trying to say, is that he is your real father.”
Brinley stared at him. Her mouth fell open, and her dad closed it and rubbed her chin.
“Don’t be so surprised. You must have known you had another father somewhere. Archibald was married to the Magemother before you, and you are their daughter.”
She looked from her dad, strong and confident, to Archibald, who was now wringing his bowler hat (she doubted it would recover from this treatment) in a very uncharacteristic show of nerves. She didn’t know what to think. She should feel something, she knew, but she just didn’t. She should be surprised, shouldn’t she? But somehow she did not feel surprised at all.
Her father pulled her into a hug and patted her on the shoulder. “You’ll get used to the idea in time,” he said.
Finally, Archibald found his voice. “I know that I could never replace your father—and I wouldn’t want to, of course—but you must know that I never meant to lose you. And despite appearances, I have been lost without you and your mother these long years.”
Brinley blinked rapidly against a stinging in her eyes and realized that she was crying. Her father nudged her (quite hard) in the back, so that she fell forward, and Archibald caught her. Before they knew it, they were hugging. Then, in a final spasm of nerves, he dropped his hat. Brinley bent down and put it on her own head as she stood back up, and they all laughed.
“Come,” Cyus said. “I will show you Inveress, and then you can ask me what you came to ask me.”
***
“All things which happen must be recorded,” Cyus was saying. “And I am the recorder.”
He had led them to the very center of the topmost level of the pyramid, where there was a wide gold platform lined with row after row of bookshelves.
“Every person has a book,” he said, “And every day of every person’s life has a page.”
“A whole page for every person each day?” Brinley asked in shock. “And you write all of this down? How is that possible?”
“Like this,” he said, and he waved his hand at the floor. The scene beneath them in Aberdeen froze. There had been a boy walking with a basket of fish, but now he stood still. Cyus drew his hand horizontally across the air in front of him, and the boy began to walk backwards. Then Cyus waved his hand again and the boy returned to the place that he had been before and resumed his walk.
“I watch every person, each day, one at a time, and make notes about the important things they do and say. Then I go back to the beginning of the day and start over with someone else.”
“Every person?” Brinley said incredulously. “Me and Cannon and Tabitha? And the king too?”
Cyus laughed and slapped his leg. “Tabitha!” he cried. “Yes. She is one of my favorites. My job would be more interesting if there were more Tabithas in the world.”
“But that must take hundreds of years to get through a single day,” Brinley said.
“Thousands,” Cyus corrected. “A day is a very long time for me.”
“Just a moment,” Archibald said. He removed his hat and scratched his head. “If you go back at the end of each day and relive that same day for thousands of years, don’t they all—that is to say, don’t we all just go marching on through time without you? I mean to say, don’t you get left behind?”
Cyus patted Archibald on the arm in a placating manner. “Now, now, my friend,” he said. “Don’t go making time into something that you can line up neatly in a row like that. You’ll get things all mixed up.”
To Brinley he said, “Do you have any more questions to ask of me?”
“How did you get to be here?” she said. “Is it a great honor, as one of the gods, to be the record keeper?”
Cyus laughed. “Quite the opposite, actually.” He stuck his thumb out at the Swelter Cat, who was sitting quietly behind them. “It was Tobias’s job before I took it over.”
Brinley gasped. “But why? Why did you do it?”
Cyus sighed. He swept his hands through the air before him and the whole of Aberdeen spun beneath their feet until they were in the center of Ninebridge.
“The Bridge to Nowhere,” he said, walking them over to it. “Do you know where it led before it was broken?”
Brinley shook her head, and Archibald made a small excited sound in his throat. No doubt he was excited to hear the answer to such a mystery. As far as Brinley knew, the bridges of Aberdeen were older than anyone alive. No one knew where they came from. It was widely assumed that they had been built when the gods created the world.
“It led to heaven,” Cyus said.
Brinley blinked in surprise. “Heaven?”
“Yes. My realm. Home of the creators of this world—Elyus, Sevain, myself, and all our kin. We built the bridge so that those who were able, those who desired to know us and learn our ways, could reach us. Occasionally, we would even come into Aberdeen and visit. But that was long ago. Before the Janrax.”
“Was he really that old?” Brinley asked.
“Oh, yes,” Cyus said. “He was the oldest soul alive until Tobias ended his life.”
“And the most rotten,” Tobias said. “Let it not be forgotten.”
“True,” Cyus said. “He was not always like that, but that is how he will be remembered. Early in his quest for power he recognized that as long as this world was so closely connected to that of the gods, he would always seem second-rate, no matter how powerful he became—it is hard to compete with a god, you know—so he did something horrible. Something unforgiveable.”
“He broke the Bridge to Heaven,” Brinley finished.
“He did,” Cyus agreed.
“Then he has power over the bridges?” Brinley asked. “Is he the one who has been letting people into Aberdeen from the Ire?”
Cyus nodded.
“Why didn’t he just break the barrier completely, if he was so powerful?” Brinley asked.
Cyus frowned. “He was not so powerful. Not anymore, at least. My brother stripped him of his power and his name after he broke the Bridge to Heaven. He did not work any magic for a long time after that. I am surprised that he managed to find a way to circumvent the barrier at all, actually.”
“But what about Shael?” Archibald said. “Surely he will have told Shael how to do it.”
Cyus sighed. “I am afraid that I cannot tell you about everything I see. Providing mortals with omniscience is beyond the scope of my role as the observer. However, I can confirm that your reasoning is logical.
“The Janrax would have had ample opportunity to feed Shael information during his long imprisonment, and once freed, Shael will have little difficulty in breaking the barrier. Especially from his side.”
“Then we mustn’t be there when he does,” Brinley said.
Cyus nodded. “We will get to that. Let me finish my story first, and I think you will understand better what must be done.”
Brinley leaned against her dad and prepared to listen, and he put an arm around her.
“I was the one in charge of watching over the Bridge to Heaven in the first place,” Cyus continued. “It was my responsibility, and when the Janrax destroyed it, I failed.”
“So they banished you here?” Brinley asked in disgust. “Why didn’t they just rebuild it?”
“We do not give back right away the gifts which people destroy,” he said. “And no, I was not banished. Or rather, I banished myself here.”
“Why?”
“To teach myself a lesson, and to teach this world a lesson. The world needed to learn that the gods are always watching, always interested in them, no matter how disinterested they become in us.”
“What about your lesson?” Brinley said. “Have you learned it yet?”
He smiled. “Nearly. And I think you may be able to help me. I think that we may be able to help each other.”
“Because of my plan?” Brinley said.
Cyus nodded. “It is a good plan. I will be honored to harbor the inhabitants of the world for you while you fight your battle. Doing such a favor for the world will help to restore my honor.”
“In your brother’s eyes or your own?” Brinley asked, but Cyus only smiled in response.
A moment later, he changed the subject. “As you know,” he said, “I cannot send you back to Aberdeen, let alone the entire population of the world. And you cannot take the bridge back. As you probably discovered earlier, it only works one way.”
“Cannot send us back?” Archibald asked. “Or will not?”
Cyus nodded. “Cannot. I am not empowered to interfere in any way in the lives of those that I observe. I only watch and record what I see. The only reason that I can help Brinley is because I do not actually have to do anything at all. They will come into Inveress of their own accord. I cannot stop them. But they must also leave under their own power.”
“I have that taken care of,” Brinley said. “As I’m sure you know. But wait!” She felt suddenly nervous. “What time is it? What day is it? How long was I in the void?”
Cyus smiled. “You lost much time in the void before I found you. Several days. But it does not matter. What time would you like it to be?”
“Oh,” Brinley said. “Right. Well, I would like to go to exactly noon, on the third day after I came in.”
Cyus raised his hand and the world spun beneath him. “The bridge, I presume?” Cyus asked, and Brinley nodded. At once the Bridge to Nowhere came into view beneath them. They stood on the underside of the very top of the bridge, and Brinley could see Animus standing directly beneath her feet. She called out to him with her mind, surprised at the ease with which she felt the connection to him, but he did not respond.
“He cannot hear you from this world,” Cyus said. “Though he may be able to feel you, as you can feel him.”
She saw Animus eyeing the sun’s position in the sky. It was nearly midday.
Brinley turned to Cyus. “Thank you for your help,” she said. “I hope that our plan will give you the confidence to live with your family again.” She hesitated. “You should know, I’ll be sending people in right away.”
Cyus nodded. “I will be waiting.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Brinley saw Animus raise the summoning bell.
“Take my hands!” she said, grabbing hold of her fathers. She glanced at them, Archibald on her left hand, her dad on her right, and she smiled. “I came in here looking for one father and found two.”
If they said anything in response, she did not hear it. The next second a giant gong rang out over their heads, and the world spun away.



Chapter Seventeen
In which Hugo screams like a girl
Hugo and Cannon followed behind the apple cart and helped push as Lashé pulled it up the long, gently sloping road that led to the city gate.
“It’s about that time, boys,” Lashé said, and Cannon plucked two apples from the bottom of the stack and handed one to Hugo.
Hugo eyed the thin, semi-transparent skin cautiously, still uneasy at the prospect of eating a piece of fruit that Lashé grew, especially when it looked funny to begin with.
“You’re sure this isn’t one of the exploding kind, right?” Hugo whispered to Cannon.
“Of course I am,” Cannon said. “I spent all day staring at apples yesterday, and I stacked half this cart by myself. I could probably tell them apart in the dark.”
“Well, they all look the same to me,” Hugo said.
“That’s why you are in charge of throwing them, and I am in charge of selecting which ones to throw.”
“Hurry up back there!” Lashé hissed from the front of the cart. “If you question all of my instructions, we’ll be dead in five minutes.”
“Come on, Hugo,” Cannon said through a mouthful of apple (he’d eaten half of his already). We’ll be in sight of the gate guards soon. Time to disappear.”
“Right,” Hugo muttered, and took a bite. Unlike a normal apple, it dissolved in his mouth almost at once. The resulting juice fizzed and tasted bitter. “Am I invisible yet?”
Cannon shook his head.
“What about now?”
“Yes, it’s working now.”
Hugo glanced down at himself. Sure enough, his body was gone. He held his hand in front of his face and saw only the back of the apple cart. “This feels weird,”
“I quite agree,” Cannon said.
Hugo glanced up at him, but his friend was gone. “Oh, now yours is working.”
“I can see that,” Cannon said.
“Would you two stop chatting?” Lashé snapped. “It ruins the effect of being invisible when you blabber on like that.”
“Sorry!” Hugo elbowed Cannon, who elbowed him back and whispered, “I’ll push for a second. How close are we?”
Hugo tried to see over the top of the apple cart by standing on his tiptoes, but it was stacked too high, so he leaned around the side of it instead.
“A hundred yards or more,” he whispered back.
“Do you remember the plan?”
“Of course I remember the plan!” Hugo hissed.
First they had to get through the gate. That’s where Lashé’s prize apples came in. They were making a delivery, and the guards wouldn’t want to risk depriving Shael of a whole shipment of his favorite, most prized apples.
“Wait,” Hugo whispered. “How long does the invisibility last again?”
“Half an hour, genius. Pay attention.”
“Right, sorry.” Hugo glanced around the cart again and saw Lashé staring murder in their direction. They reached the gate. Lashé handed one of the gate guards a sheet of paperwork that he and Cannon had forged the night before, and the guard frowned at it.
“Apples? Don’t have any apples on the list today.”
“Ye’re joking!” Lashé said, slapping the cart. “This shipment’s been the talk of the town. Haven’t ye heard? These here be genuine Lashé apples.”
The guard raised an eyebrow. “Lashé don’t sell to the master.”
“That’s why it’s been the talk of the town, ain’t it?” He swept his black cape aside theatrically and plucked a gleaming red apple from the top of the pile. “See for yerself, if you. Can’t fake a Lashé apple. If it ain’t the best thing you ever tasted, I’ll turn me cart around and put me back to this place…’Course, ye’ll have to deal with the wrath of yer master for turnin’ away a delivery o’ his favorite food…”
The guard shifted uneasily but accepted the apple. He took a bite and immediately Lashé said, “It’s the most wonderful thing ye’ve ever tasted, ain’t it?”
The guard’s face brightened. “It’s the most wonderful thing I’ve ever tasted!” he exclaimed.
“I guess ye’ll be lettin’ us through then,” Lashé said.
The guard took another bite and nodded amiably. “I guess I’ll be letting you through then.” He motioned for them to pass.
Lashé began to pull the cart again, and it inched forward for a moment before Cannon and Hugo remembered to push.
“Trust apple,” Cannon whispered. “Makes anyone believe what you say. According to his notes, he only had two of those that didn’t go rotten. Scariest apple he grows, if you ask me.”
Hugo shivered. It reminded him of truemeat.
They passed the guardhouse, and Cannon took another apple from the cart and cut it in half. He handed both halves to Hugo and pointed to the well outside the guardhouse.
Hugo tossed them in and heard the distant plops of water.
“What does that one do?” Hugo asked.
“Knocks you out,” Cannon said.
The road opened up into a large square surrounded by shops and stores and three-story thatch-roofed houses, and Lashé coughed loudly.
“Fire apples,” Cannon said. Hugo took an apple from him and tossed it onto the roof of the closest building. He threw another, and another. By the time he threw the fifth apple, the roof of the first building had erupted into green flames and was filling the air with smoke. That smoke, Hugo knew, was more dangerous than the fire itself. If you breathed it, you would fall asleep instantly and it would be some time before you could be roused. By the time he threw the tenth apple, the square was in chaos. People were pouring out of the flaming structures and soldiers were rushing down the adjoining streets carrying buckets. Though the buildings burned, the fire did not consume. The people did not seem to notice this though. It was hot and loud, and several had already passed out from the smoke. Hugo stared in awe at what they had done, feeling slightly sick. This was a city of enemies, a city of monsters, villains. They were all friends and servants of Shael, but he couldn’t help hoping that they hadn’t hurt anyone.
Meanwhile, the little apple cart pressed on. They took a small side street which led to a larger road, which led to the entrance of the fortress itself. The gate was heavily guarded, but as they approached, several of the soldiers began to whisper and point at something behind them. Hugo turned and saw a cloud of gray smoke rising above the rooftops.
An alarm rang out loudly from the direction of the burning square, and several of the soldiers left their posts, running toward it.
“What’s happening?” one of the guards shouted to Lashé as he ran by, but Lashé just shrugged.
The two remaining guards were now eyeing the cart. “Say, you don’t mean to bring that load through, do you?” one of them said. “This is a foot gate. Receiving is on the east side.”
Lashé coughed again, and Cannon handed Hugo an apple, which he lobbed in a high arc.
“Flash apple,” Cannon said, loud enough for Lashé to hear, and Hugo saw him cover his eyes with his hands just in time to follow suit. There was a deafening bang, and a flash of light that nearly blinded Hugo even with his eyes covered. When he glanced up again, the guards were both lying on the ground, dazed.
“Come on!” Lashé barked. Hugo and Cannon left their posts at the rear of the cart and tilted it to one side so that the apples poured out and rolled into the street. Two canvas sacks remained, slumped in the corner of the cart, and Cannon and Lashé each took one. Hugo was supposed to keep his hands open so that he could throw.
They hurried inside the fortress and were immediately met by another guard. “Hold on there,” he said, putting a hand on the hilt of his sword.
Cannon pressed an apple into his hand and he threw it with all his might. When it left his hand, it was definitely fruit, but when it hit the soldier’s chest it sounded more like lead. The man crumpled, and Lashé stepped over him.
“To the tower,” Lashé said eagerly.
The second phase of the plan had now begun. They would make their way to the tower, within which the gate to the Mechanism could be accessed. On the way, they had to steal the tower key from Sherzerad. Their plan hinged on the assumption that he would be drawn to the action, responding to the fires they had set, or the buildings they attacked. If not, the whole plan was ruined. There was only one key to the tower, and they couldn’t search the whole fortress for its keeper.
As they wound their way deeper inside, they met little resistance.
“Hugo,” Cannon said abruptly. “I can see you again.”
“I can see you too,” Hugo replied. “Apples must have worn off already. Did we bring any more?”
“No.”
“Hold up,” Lashé said. He pulled to a stop and opened his bag. Hugo had assumed that his bag was full of apples as well, but instead he brought out six shoe-like metal ovals with spikes on one side and straps on the other. “Put these on your boots,” he said. “We will be passing by the barracks soon, and chances are good that we’ll encounter many men at once.”
“And these will help us?” Hugo said.
“Just put them on,” Lashé replied. “You’ll be glad you did.”
For the tenth time that day, Hugo wished that he knew more about the plan. They had the critical details, but the rest of it seemed to be inside Lashé’s head. If they got separated from him, they were doomed. Not that he was complaining. With practically no time to prepare, he was happy to have a plan at all. Hugo stepped into the little metal shoes and pulled the straps over his boots.
“Hurry up, then,” Lashé said, moving down the hall. His new metal shoes clicked and scraped against the floor, and Hugo cringed. A moment later, when all three of them were walking together, the noise became indecently loud.
“I thought the most important thing was to get through unnoticed!” Hugo protested.
“The most important thing is to get through alive,” Lashé said. “In any case, getting by the barracks unnoticed is very unlikely. The shoes will come in handy, believe me.”
They took turn after turn and still no soldiers came in sight. They met several servants, but the worst thing that they did was look confused and shuffle out of the way.
“The barracks are just ahead,” Lashé said. “But our distraction seems to have worked better than I anticipated.”
“Don’t say things like that!” Cannon said. “Whenever I say something like that, things always get worse right after.”
As if in response to his words, Hugo heard the distant, rhythmic sound of soldiers marching.
“They’re coming from down there,” Cannon said, pointing to the end of the corridor, which intersected a wide hallway that ran perpendicular to the one that they were in. Hugo looked around for a place to hide, but they were a good distance from any doors, and the walls were bare.
“Against the walls,” Lashé said. “Make yourself as small as possible and be ready with stink apples if we need them.”
Hugo flattened himself against the wall nearest him, and after passing him two more apples, Cannon did the same.
The marching grew louder, and a second later the first line of troops came into view.
“Don’t turn,” Lashé whispered, watching the guards. “Just keep on going straight.”
“And don’t look this way,” Hugo added.
Several rows of men passed without incident, until a man in the second to last row happened to break formation and glance over. He stopped short, colliding with the man behind him.
A second later, he gave a shout. More soldiers were looking now, and they began to pour into the hall.
“Blast,” Lashé said. “Stink apples, Hugo, now.” Hugo lobbed both apples at the same time and they broke against the stones around the soldiers’ feet. A massive amount of green gas issued out of the apples then, and several of the soldiers toppled over. Others made their way around and began to run toward them.
“These next,” Cannon said, handing Hugo two more apples. “Aim for the floor again.”
Hugo threw them sidearm, and when they hit the ground they shattered into a thousand shiny red marbles that spread across the floor like oil.
The soldiers fell over themselves, shouting in frustration. One slipped and fell backwards so hard that he did not move again, while the others made futile attempts to regain their feet.
Lashé strode over the slippery surface with ease, and suddenly Hugo realized the purpose of the metal shoes.
One of the guards flailed over to Lashé, brandishing a sword halfheartedly. Lashé reached down calmly and pushed him, and the soldier spun away in a lazy arc across the floor, cursing to himself.
“You see?” Lashé said brightly. “It’s working out quite nicely, isn’t it?”
When they reached the end of the hall they turned left—the way the soldiers had been headed—and then took their first right, passed under a low door, and descended a very short spiral staircase that opened to the outside.
The tower stood before them, but the door was guarded by ten men. Nine of them bore swords and shields, but the tenth had a tall, spiked halberd, which he lowered at them as soon as they entered.
“Oh, good,” Lashé said.
“What?” Hugo asked, wondering what could be good about ten more guards.
“Sherzerad. He’s here,” Lashé said. “Right when we need him.”
Cannon handed Hugo an apple. “The last slip apple,” he said. “Don’t miss.”
Hugo hurled it at their feet and it broke apart, but with only one apple instead of two, the effect was not quite as good. One guard did topple over, but he regained his footing.
“Hold,” Sherzerad said. “Don’t move. Let them come to us.”
Hugo tossed two more apples and a cloud of putrid gas enfolded the soldiers. There was much coughing and wheezing, and when the air cleared, half of them had fallen. Four guards still remained, however, and one of them raised a long silver horn and blew it. The sound reverberated around the chamber, and Hugo heard voices shouting from behind them.
“The last apple,” Lashé said, holding out his hand.
Cannon gave it to him and then tossed the empty bag aside. Lashé threw the apple, not at the guards, but back through the doorway that they had just come through. Hugo heard a small noise like an egg cracking, and then an enormous roar rattled his bones, and someone screamed.
“Worm apple,” Cannon said, grinning. Hugo shuddered, wondering how big a worm would have to be to make that kind of noise.
Lashé pointed at Cannon. “The time for caution is past. Take these men out, Cannon, and bring me the key.”
“Gladly,” Cannon said, and raised his hands. The guard’s eyes widened as wind whipped up from the corners of the room, then turned in on itself and formed into a twenty-foot funnel, which hurtled toward them.
The first guard screamed, attempted to run, and slid away in a wild, sprawling spin. The second guard’s sword and shield were ripped out of his hands and disappeared into the whirling mass of wind, followed by one arm, and then the other. The funnel tossed him like a rag doll across the room, where he landed with a crunch and a groan.
The third guard tossed his sword away and sat down in surrender, so that only Sherzerad remained. Cannon swept his hands through the air and the funnel cloud ripped the halberd out of his hands and swept him off his feet.
Lashé was there a moment later, tugging the keys off his belt. Sherzerad struggled to regain his footing, but he had landed in the thickest patch of slide apple. Hugo pushed him, and he slid several feet.
“Inside, quickly,” Lashé said, removing the largest key from the loop and tossing the rest aside. He turned it in the door at the base of the tower and the lock clicked loudly. He tugged the door open with an effort and then closed it behind them. It was dim inside, but Hugo heard the lock click once more and a clink of metal as the key fell to the floor.
“We’re inside the Mechanism now,” Lashé said with a sigh of relief. “This tower is the very base of it.” He laughed. “There is no getting in after us. This is the only key. I can’t believe I’ve finally made it. It’s all thanks to you two. Couldn’t have done it on my own.” He clapped them on the backs and then led them forward as their eyes adjusted to the light.
“We have a long climb ahead of us,” Lashé said. “But I do believe we’ll make it out now. I do believe we will.”
He bent double and grunted as he removed the metal shoes from his boots, then began to ascend a steep spiral staircase that wound up the tower.
Hugo and Cannon followed suit.
“Amazing how quiet it is in here,” Cannon remarked. Hugo hadn’t noticed. Now that he did, it made him feel uneasy. The sounds of the soldiers and the worm were gone now, as if they had entered some separate world.
The stairs seemed to go on forever, which was fine with Hugo. He wasn’t looking forward to what lay ahead. According to the plans that Lashé had stolen, there were four obstacles to overcome before they could reach the gate of the Mechanism. The first was called “The Plunge,” some sort of staircase, supposedly. According to the plans, the key to passing the Plunge was to “take it,” whatever that meant. Lashé assured them it would be obvious once they had arrived.
Hugo was about to ask who could possibly build a staircase so high, and then he remembered what this tower looked like from the outside. He had seen it earlier from beneath the bridge with Cannon, and it stretched from the ground all the way to the Mechanism in the sky.
“How much farther?” he asked instead.
“Not much,” Lashé said.
He was right. Just minutes later they reached the top and stepped out onto a small balcony. “The Plunge,” Lashé announced.
They were staring out into an abyss that seemed to stretch on forever in every direction. His first thought was to guard against Molad. With all that darkness around, he was sure to get excited, sure to make an effort to escape. But he did not. Frowning, Hugo returned his attention to the room. The staircase was to their back, but ahead of them there was nothing. Nothing, apart from a very long, very steep, broken-looking set of stairs which led down. Each one was a slab of black stone hanging unsupported in the air.
“But they lead right back down to where we came from,” Hugo said.
“Not where we came from,” Lashé said. “Remember, we’re inside the Mechanism now. Down may be up for all we know. We cannot trust what we see.”
“Come on, then,” Cannon said, and began to descend.
The first three steps were easy, though each one was a bit farther from the last. By the fourth step, Hugo had to sit down on the edge and lower himself to the next in order to feel safe. Soon his legs were not long enough to reach the next step, no matter how he tried, so he had to drop. The first time he did this, he felt incredibly vulnerable as he passed through the air. There was nothing on either side of him, and the stair that he was falling toward was less than a foot wide. If he missed, it would be all over. No one else was complaining, though, so he kept his mouth shut. A few steps later, he was dropping several feet before landing on the stair below.
Lashé was the first one to slip. It happened when he was dropping to the stair above Hugo. He landed too far forward, perhaps, or maybe his knees buckled with the strain of dropping from such a height. Either way, he toppled over the front edge and only just managed to catch himself with his arms, legs dancing through the air near Hugo’s head.
“Stop struggling!” Hugo said. “I’ve got your legs.” He wrapped his arms around Lashé’s legs and the other man let go of the step that he was clinging to so that Hugo could set him down.
“Thank you,” Lashé said. “I do not think that I will be able to take the next stair by myself.”
“Actually,” Cannon called up from below, “none of us are going to be able to take this one.”
Hugo peered over the edge. Cannon was two steps ahead of them now, and almost twenty feet below them.
“This next one’s a ten-foot drop,” Cannon said. “There’s no way we land it.”
“Use the wind to stabilize yourself,” Hugo said, wondering why he hadn’t thought of it before. The height must have made him dizzy. “Then you can help us down too.”
“Can’t,” Cannon said. “Magic doesn’t work in here. I tried.
Hugo hadn’t even touched his own power, and he was not about to now. Molad was cooperating for some reason, but he didn’t trust him with so much at stake.
“Your powers will not work in the Mechanism,” Lashé said. “It is the power center of the Panthion, and acts like a vacuum for all other power. We are just normal people here.”
“Well, you might have mentioned that before,” Hugo said.
“Would it have made a difference?” Lashé asked.
“Not really,” Hugo admitted. “But you still might have mentioned it. What do we do now?”
“We do what the key suggests,” Lashé said.
“‘Take it’?” Hugo asked. “Take what?”
“The Plunge,” Lashé said.
Hugo glanced down into the abyss beneath his feet. “You can’t mean jump,” he said. “I mean, I know you’re crazy, but you’re not crazy crazy, are you?”
“Yes,” Lashé said. “I am going to jump, and I expect you to follow me.” He hesitated. “I also expect that you will scream like a girl. Do not take too long to follow. We should try to stay together.”
With that, he stepped off the edge of the stair and dropped like a rock.
“Wait!” Hugo shouted. He felt suddenly dizzy as he bent to look over the edge. “I can’t believe he did that!”
“What did you expect him to do?” Cannon said.
“I don’t know, say good-bye or something?” Hugo said. His heart was beginning to beat faster.
“Do you want to go next, or shall I?” Cannon said.
“I’ll do it, I’ll do it. Just give me a minute.” Hugo took several deep breaths and then clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “Okay,” he said, steeling himself. “Okay.”
“Hugo?”
“What?”
“Try not to scream like a girl, okay?”
Hugo glared at Cannon, then closed his eyes and hopped off the edge. He had meant to jump off, but his legs had buckled with nerves halfway through, so that he ended up doing a tiny bunny hop that turned out to be just enough to get him clear of the edge.
He fell and screamed (not at all like a girl), and when he ran out of breath he was still falling. His heart was throbbing like a drum in his chest, louder and louder, as if it sensed, as he did, that he had come at last to the door of death itself.



Chapter Eighteen
In which there is hope
Brinley stepped onto the grass before the foot of the Bridge to Nowhere and gasped at the sight before her. In Inveress, she had somehow failed to notice that Ninebridge was now packed full of people. A crowd of bodies ringed the city, which was quartered off into large sections. The whole place was now dedicated to massivef task of feeding everyone. Rows and rows of makeshift tables lined the center of town and every kitchen seemed to be bustling with action. In the long stretches of grass between the last buildings and the circle of bridges, children sat on blankets and played games, and the men and women huddled together talking; most looked worried.
“You’re here!” Animus exclaimed, embracing her as soon as she had caught her breath. He drew a trembling hand through his beard. “It worked.”
“Yes,” Brinley said. “I’m here, and there should be just enough time.”
Animus nodded. “And I take it this is your father?”
“Ben,” her dad said, extending his hand.
Animus shook it, and continued to speak to Brinley. “Magemother, I felt something yesterday that I cannot explain. Tell me: Where is Unda?”
Brinley took his arm. “Gone,” she said, the word catching in her throat.
“Gone?”
“Killed by the Janrax,” Archibald said quietly.
“No,” Animus said, reaching for Archibald. “Say this is not so. Unda! No, it was my fault…”
“It was the Janrax who killed him, Animus, not you.” She pinched the bridge of her nose to keep her eyes from watering. “But this is not the time to mourn our loss. We have much work to do, and little time to do it in.”
“How much time do we have left before the three days are up?” Archibald asked. He was eyeing his pocket watch with displeasure; it had stopped working in the void.
“Five hours,” Animus said.
“Then we must start at once. It will take that long just to get them all over the bridge,” Brinley said. “Is Habis finished with her work?”
A few paces away, Habis broke free of the crowd. “Come on now, let me through,” she huffed. “Yes! I have finished, Magemother. I was done three hours ago. And where were you, might I ask? You were supposed to be back yesterday. You were supposed to—”
“I know,” Brinley said, cutting her off. “I’m here now. Do you have what I asked for?”
Habis held up a shining silver handbell. It was larger than the Magemother’s summoning bell, and had a simple wooden handle instead of the finely wrought silver one.
“Does it work?” Brinley said
Habis stared at her. “Of course it works!” she snapped. “I made it, didn’t I? Try it if you must!”
Brinley eyed the crowd behind her. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
Habis rolled her eyes. “I didn’t either, but it will work. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. Now, here is the other thing you asked for.” She handed Brinley a leather pouch no larger than her thumb. “It contains the potion that will—with the help of all the mages—heal your mother.”
Brinley’s eyes filled with tears as she took it, but she put it in her pocket without saying anything.
“What?” Habis asked, sounding offended.
“Unda is dead,” Animus said shortly.
Habis bit her lip. “Ah,” she said. “That is unfortunate, to be sure. But you can just call another Mage of Water before we heal her, can you not?”
“Maybe,” Brinley said. “But who knows how long it might take to find the person meant to be the next Mage of Water. Not to mention we still have to find the real Lignumis. I don’t think we can heal her in time for her to tell us how to fix the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire.”
Animus waved a hand. “You can forget that now,” he said. “It will make little difference how strong the line is once Shael is released from the Panthion. He will destroy it.”
“Then there’s no hope?” Brinley said. “No way of stopping his armies?”
“There is hope,” Animus said. “We have been planning since you left, and I think there may be a way to gain the upper hand in this battle. I took the liberty of altering your plan slightly, and requested that Habis make two bells instead of one.”
Habis drew a second, smaller bell out of her robe.
“Two bells?” Brinley said. “I don’t understand.”
“The larger one summons the entire population of Aberdeen,” Habis said. “But not all of them.” She handed Brinley the smaller bell. “This one is tied to every mage, warrior, soldier, and strong man in the land—and not a few women.” She sniffed, rolling her shoulders restlessly.
Animus nodded. “With two bells, you will be able to summon Aberdeen’s armies without risking immediate harm to those who cannot fight. The rest of the plan remains the same: When Shael comes out of the Panthion, he will be caught off guard to find the world empty. At the proper moment, you must ring the smaller bell, and we shall all appear and overwhelm him. If our timing is right, we may be able to destroy him before he has a chance to remove the barrier from the bridge.”
Brinley felt horrified and excited all at once. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of two bells myself,” she said.
Animus hesitated. “I know your plan was to be alone when you release him, but I think that I should stay with you.”
Brinley shook her head. “No. It will be more powerful to surprise him. If he does not feel threatened when he appears, he may drop his guard.” A terrible thought struck her then. “Animus,” she said. “You don’t suppose that March can still contact her father, do you? She will have seen the land empty and guessed our plan by now. If she tells him…”
“No,” he said. “I think not. However they were communicating before, it must have been through the Panthion, and we have it now.”
“Right,” she said.
There was a loud rush of wings and something black collided with Brinley’s head. A second later, Tabitha was strangling her in a hug.
“Brinley!” she exclaimed. “You’re back!”
Brinley squeezed her back as hard as she could—partly in relief, partly just in self-defense—and Tabitha finally released her.
“Brinley,” Tabitha said fiercely, “you can’t meet Shael alone! I don’t ever want to leave you alone again!”
“Good,” Brinley said, “I don’t want you to either. We’ll do this together.”
Tabitha nodded. Then she spotted Ben and nearly knocked him off his feet in a rush to embrace him. “And you must be Brinley’s dad! She’s told me all about you, and how you’re the best person in the world, and how you can fix anything, and how you would do anything for her, and how you followed her and ended up in the void! I’m so glad you aren’t dead!”
“So am I,” he agreed. “And you must be the person I have to thank for watching over my daughter while I was avoiding my duties.”
Tabitha snorted. “Avoiding,” she said, stomping her foot in the grass. “Ohh I like him, Brinley. Can we keep him?”
“I certainly hope so,” Brinley said. “But now we have work to do. It’s time to make our announcement.” Brinley took Tabitha by the shoulder and moved them away from the others.
“Oh!” Tabitha said eagerly. “I have prepared the perfect speech!” As they moved away from the others, she called back, “We’ll be back in a moment!”
“Tabitha,” Brinley said, “you are going to just say the words that I whisper to you, remember?”
“Oh,” Tabitha said. “Right.”
As soon as they were clear of the crowd, Tabitha changed into a great white dragon and Brinley climbed onto her back. She jumped into the air and soared above the city, releasing a burst of violet flames to ensure that she had everyone’s attention. Then she landed partway up the Bridge to Nowhere and roared, her strong voice carrying the message that Brinley had prepared to all the people below them:
“People of Aberdeen, listen well to the words that the Magemother gives me to speak to you! She has returned from the land of Inveress. She has secured a haven for us, where we can wait out the storm of battle that will surely come when Shael is released. Those of you who can fight, you have already been instructed as to your duties. I speak now to those of you who are most precious to us, children and wives, parents and forbearers. The Magemother has secured passage into Inveress for you, and she has ensured a way to bring you back out again. It will take great trust on your part, and great courage. She has gone before you, and she has returned, and she has promised that the way is safe. Follow now the leaders of your people, for the time to act has come.”
There was a scattering of applause, though many people seemed unsure how to react.
Tabitha released another burst of flames for good measure, and the applause increased. She rose into the air then, and began to circle above the grass. “There’s something I have to tell you, Brinley,” she began, and rehearsed the story of the naptrap.
“March has it?” Brinley said when Tabitha had finished. She felt sick, betrayed.
“I’m sorry,” Tabitha said. “I should have had it. I did have it, for a moment. I failed you.”
Brinley shook her head and patted the dragon’s side. “You didn’t fail me,” she said. “Thank you for telling me the truth. Next time we see her, we will get it back.”
“Agreed,” Tabitha growled, and together they glided back to the grass to land next to Animus and the rest.
“You didn’t give your speech,” Animus said to Tabitha when she had turned back into her own shape.
Tabitha sighed. “No, I gave Brinley’s. But I still think mine would have been better. It was so much shorter.”
“And what was your speech?” a new voice asked. “Everyone jump off the Bridge to Nowhere quick, or you will die?”
“Belsie!” Brinley exclaimed, running to embrace him as he came into view. “You’re better!”
“Yes,” he said. “Thanks to Habis’s dutiful ministrations.”
Habis folded her arms. “Hardly. He made no improvement whatsoever until yesterday. One second he was stiff as a board and out of his mind, and the next he was fine.”
“That must have been when the Janrax died,” Brinley said. “It broke whatever spell he had over you.”
“And whatever spell he had over you,” Belterras said, giving her a significant look.
“That’s right!” she exclaimed. She reached out with her mind and touched Belterras. She could feel him again!
Can you hear me? she asked with her thoughts.
Yes, he replied.
She spread her awareness, searching for the other mages. Animus was there as well. Cassis was on the other end of Ninebridge, speaking to the king. Chantra was walking through the crowd toward them. But Hugo was gone. She could not find him. No matter how hard she reached she could touch no more than the whisper of his existence.
Then it hit her. Like waves crashing against the shore, or the world’s rain hanging in the clouds, the weight of water dropped about her. It was more than enough to make her knees buckle, if only it had been a physical force. Then she could have thrown it off and run. As it was, her mind bent under the strain. Intuitively, she reached out, linking herself to the minds of the other mages and shifting the weight onto them as well.
“Unda,” Belterras said at once. “He is gone, then.”
There was a moment of silence.
Tabitha was the first to break it. “Belsie,” she began, changing the subject, “how did you know what my speech was going to be? I didn’t tell anyone.”
“Oh,” he said, pulling her close, “if only Unda had an apprentice as wonderful as you. Then it would not be so painful to lose him. But look, we are about to be in the way!”
Sure enough, the first of the kingdoms that had gathered in Ninebridge had broken off from the others. Several thousand people followed a flag with a boar and a spear toward the foot of the Bridge to Nowhere. The sound of their footsteps on the grass was a muffled, peaceful thunder, and Brinley realized that they were all of rather small stature. This was the kingdom of the gnomes.
A moment later, Thieutukar Manisse paused before her at the front of the line. He gave her a short bow and said, “Magemother, promise me that one day we will meet under pleasant circumstances. When first I met you, you saved my life. Now, at our second meeting, you save my whole country. We are forever in your debt, and we will be proud to stand and fight when you call, whatever the end may bring.”
Brinley bowed back and he moved on.
She stood and watched and greeted people as they passed, and Animus and Belterras and the others went to help keep the crowd organized as they neared the bridge.
After a while, her father touched her arm and she turned in surprise. She had nearly forgotten that he was still there.
“Do I understand correctly,” he said, “that after all that time I spent in Inveress, you expect me to go back in there and leave you to face some magical dark lord?”
Brinley’s hand shot to her mouth in horror. “Oh my goodness, Dad! I haven’t explained anything to you!”
He laughed. “Don’t worry. I was waiting in Inveress for quite some time, and Cyus was an excellent teacher, once he decided that I could stick around. In fact, I am probably more current on world events than you are. Brinley,” he said, putting his hands on her shoulders. “You’ve done so much, grown so much! I couldn’t be prouder.”
“Oh—I,” Brinley stammered, then gave up and buried herself in another hug.
He pulled free a moment later, looking stern. “But you can’t actually expect me to let you face Shael alone,” he went on. “I don’t care if Animus thinks it will make for the best surprise. You may be the Magemother, but I’m still your father, and I’m staying with you.”
Brinley looked up into his kind face. He wore a patchy beard now, which must have grown in since she saw him last, but his eyes were the same ones that she remembered. “Dad,” she said, “of course you can stay. Just promise me you’ll never leave again.”
“I promise,” he said. “But then I didn’t really mean to leave the first time.” He straightened up a little taller. “I guess I’m going to need to get a sword or something, eh?” He looked around, as if there might be one lying nearby. “I sure wish I had my rifle right about now. I can’t believe I left it on the four-wheeler. I bet you Shael wouldn’t see that coming.”
Brinley laughed. “Just don’t hurt yourself, Dad.”
Brinley reached out with her mind in search of Cassis. She found him inspecting the king’s armies with King Remy. Remy would be the last to cross the bridge, she knew, and the first in line when she summoned the armies.
“Come on,” she said, taking her father’s hand and leading him into the crowd. “Let’s go find you a sword.”
“And maybe someone who can give me some quick pointers?” He winked.
Brinley laughed. It felt good to have him back again.



Chapter Nineteen
In which everyone gets eaten
Hugo felt himself slowing gradually in the air. Soon he was not in the air at all. He was on a smooth stone chute. He was still descending, but not as fast as before, and he was not falling, he was sliding. The chute glinted like polished glass in the darkness, so that Hugo could just make it out snaking ahead of him. It was covered in something like oil, except that touching it did not get him wet.
Something nudged him in the back, and he turned to see Cannon behind him.
“Jumped right after you did,” he said, grinning. “I guess Lashé was right.”
“I guess he was,” Hugo admitted.
“I mean right about you screaming like a girl,” Cannon said.
Hugo’s retort died on his lips as the slide suddenly dropped away beneath him and he plunged straight down. He screamed again and Cannon laughed, and a second later he was back in contact with the slide.
“Here we go,” Cannon said, and Hugo looked up to see the slide loop around in a tight corkscrew. He clenched his teeth as they entered it. He experienced the unpleasant sensation of his brain trying to flatten itself against the inside of his skull. Then they were out of it, and the slide was angling downward again, causing them to pick up speed.
“Save us,” Cannon said with a groan. “Look at that!”
Hugo glanced up again and immediately regretted it. The darkness around them was lifting, and in the distance the slide was visible as a tangled mass of twists and loops, funnels and screws that led on forever.
Hugo tried to respond, but they were in another corkscrew now, and he couldn’t force the words out of his mouth. It went on and on, until Hugo thought that he would pass out, and then it turned into a loop.
Hugo clutched at the slide, trying to slow himself down, and Cannon smacked into him from behind.
“Ugh,” Hugo groaned. “I can’t think. What’s the key?”
“Forgive the dream,” Cannon recited.
“What the blazes does that mean?”
The slide spit them out into a large funnel. They cruised around the edge of it, turning in tighter and tighter circles, every revolution bringing them closer to the dumping hole at the bottom.
“You said it would be obvious,” Hugo said with an effort.
“I was wrong.”
The funnel dumped them into another series of corkscrews, these ones tighter than those that had come before, and for the first time, Molad stirred inside of Hugo. Stop it, he whispered.
Hugo winced. He needed to bring himself to peace again if he was going to keep Molad from getting out. He needed to stop being bothered by what was going on around him. He needed to be the calm at the center of this storm. Hugo began to watch his thoughts, as Lashé had taught him. He observed his senses, his eyes seeing the slide, his stomach lurching around the corners, his heart racing. He just watched it, let it be. At once he felt separated from the chaos around him.
Hugo smiled. “You just have to surrender to it, Cannon. We’re not getting out of here. We’re never getting off this slide. Just let it be. The way out of it is to get into it.”
As he said it, he felt a deep peace sink into his mind. The slide veered off to the right. Looped downward and corkscrewed again. His body was thrown from side to side, his heart ached from beating so fast, and his brain was under that strange pressure again, but inside, Hugo was at peace.
The slide split again. Hugo went one way and Cannon went another, shouting in alarm as he flew by. Hugo was slowing down, the slide leveling out. He had reached the end.
A stone chamber appeared ahead of him, floating in the midst of nothing. The slide was taking him right to it. He zoomed inside and the slide deposited him on the floor inside the chamber. Lashé was there with his hand out, and Hugo took it and got to his feet.
“How did you do it?” Lashé asked.
“It was just a bad dream,” Hugo said. “So I woke up.”
Lashé nodded. “Good. Good.”
“Do you think Cannon will make it out?”
“He will,” Lashé said. “One does not become a wizard without learning how to control one’s own mind. I expect that he’ll be along any minute now.”
Hugo rubbed his hands together thoughtfully, wishing there was something more that he could do for his friend.
“What do you make of this place?” Lashé was studying their surroundings carefully.
This room was called The Spring, Hugo remembered. The key was, “There is only one way out.” Now that he was here, it still didn’t make any sense. The room was a perfect cube, with walls of the same slick black glass that the slide had been made from. The floor and ceiling were peculiar, though; the ceiling was shiny, like worn metal, and the floor felt strange under his feet. He knelt to inspect it and found that it was in fact a packed bed of thin nails. They were so close together that it didn’t hurt to walk on them; the pressure of his feet were spread out evenly across their sharp points. Down near the base, they were barbed. Hugo was glad that those barbs were on the bottom instead of the top. “Weird,” he said finally.
“I agree. And here is the strangest thing of all,” Lashé stepped aside to reveal a round alcove cut into the side wall. Two black statues stood within it, carved of the same black glass-like stone that the walls and slide were made of. One statue was of a cat. The other was a hawk. Both had gleaming red jewels for eyes and looked so lifelike that Hugo expected them to move at any moment.
“Creepy,” Hugo muttered.
“Aha!” Lashé said, turning back to the slide. “Here he comes.”
Cannon slid into the room, and Hugo helped him to his feet.
“Glad that you could join us,” Lashé said.
“So am I,” Cannon responded. He swayed slightly and leaned against the wall for support. “I never want to see another curve again as long as I live.”
Something brushed Hugo’s leg, and he glanced down and was startled to see the black cat. It blinked up at him, very much alive, and mewed loudly.
“Agh!” he said, backing away quickly.
The hawk fluttered away from its place in the wall and landed on Cannon’s shoulder.
“So,” Lashé said, “they were waiting for all of us to arrive. This is unexpected,” He reached for the hawk, but it glided off Cannon’s shoulder and back to the crevice in the wall.
Hugo shouted at a sudden pain in his leg and kicked the cat away. “It bit me!” he said.
“It does look hungry,” Cannon pointed out.
The cat slithered away and slipped into the alcove beside the hawk as an odd thrumming sound drifted down from above. The ceiling began to creep upward and away from them as the buzzing grew louder. There was a definite sense of tension in the air.
“I guess we know what happens next,” Hugo said, closing his eyes. “Do you think it will hurt?”
“Oh yes,” Lashé said quietly.
With a sound like a cannon going off, the ceiling slammed down into the floor. There was a split second of the most intense pain that Hugo had ever experienced, and then he was standing much lower to the floor, surrounded by what looked like a thick hedge of razor-sharp shrubs.
“We’re among the nails,” Lashé whispered. “Wait a moment before you move.”
Hugo took his advice, trying to get used to his tiny new body. It felt very different than it had a moment before, and Hugo decided that the ceiling must have done something other than just make him smaller. He felt fragile, like the slightest breeze might break his arm, or that his torso might crumble with the effort of walking. Lashé was on one side of him, and Cannon was on the other, but the nails were so thick that there were several standing between them. Hugo moved carefully, easing out from between two while avoiding the points.
“Don’t touch them,” Lashé warned.
“Duh,” Hugo said. “I feel like I’m going to break apart just looking at them.”
“Don’t do that either,” Lashé said. “I don’t think that is the way out.”
“What is?” Cannon asked.
“I don’t know, but the key is ‘there is only one.’”
A mewing sound came from above them.
“Lashé,” Cannon said slowly, “did that cat shrink down as well?”
From out of nowhere the cat jumped on top of them. Big as a house, it blocked out the light.
“Never mind!”
Hugo dropped to his stomach as carefully as he could between the sharp skewers and only narrowly avoided impaling himself on the way down. A second later, a paw slapped the nails where he had been. He crawled forward, winding between the nails as the cat continued to paw at the space above him.
“Don’t forget about its nails,” Cannon said from close by, no doubt referring to the fact that cats could extend or retract their nails at will. If the cat happened to extend them while his paw was above Hugo, they would probably be long enough to slice him to ribbons.
“I know,” Hugo said. “I’m moving. I’m moving! Where did Lashé go?”
The cat yowled in pain and leapt into the air, and Lashé’s torso rose above the hedge of nails again.
“Ha!” He held up half of a broken nail, indicating that he had used it as an improvised spear. “This one was already broken off,” Lashé said. “See if you can find more.”
Hugo bent back into the needly trench as the cat returned, and he crawled around in search of a broken nail. The best he found was one that was slightly bent halfway to the base. Taking hold of it, he placed his feet against the base and pulled, thinking that if he bent it back and forth it might break off. As soon as he began to pull, his arms ached and he shuddered. He wondered for a moment if they might break. He couldn’t be that fragile, could he? He shook the thought away and pulled. The nail bent, and his left arm broke off at the shoulder.
It shattered on the floor like glass. Hugo stared at the pieces of his arm numbly, then felt at the stump of his left shoulder. There was no pain. No blood. No bones sticking out. His arm had simply snapped off.
The cat howled again, and Hugo stood up just in time to see Lashé rising above the nails. He had lost an arm too, Hugo noticed, but he held the nail aloft in his remaining one.
“Watch out!” Cannon shouted, and Hugo ducked, but Lashé did not move quickly enough. The hawk had seen him from behind. Too late, he glanced behind him, and the hawk snatched him up in a single bite.
“NOOO!” Hugo cried, but there was nothing for it. The cat was back again, and it had figured out what to do with its claws.
“Where are you, Cannon?” Hugo said as he scrambled away from the cat’s claws. He was trying not to shout now, in case the cat heard him.
“Here,” Cannon’s voice came just as quietly, and Hugo crawled toward it. He squeezed around an especially thick stand of nails and gasped when he saw Cannon. His legs were gone, and his torso was propped up against a nail.
“Well, I see that you’re doing better than I am.”
“Does it hurt?” Hugo asked, guessing the answer.
Cannon shook his head. “I don’t think any of this is real, Hugo. I should be dead with injuries like this.”
“So what does that mean?” Hugo said. “What do we do next?”
“There’s only one way out,” Cannon said, turning the phrase over thoughtfully. “One way…hmm. Maybe we should feed ourselves to the cat. He looked hungry.”
“What?”
“It’s not like we’re getting out of here anyway,” Cannon said. “Besides, I don’t think it’s a real cat. It’s made of that glassy stone stuff. The hawk too. They can’t be real.”
“Well, they’re really hungry,” Hugo said. “And I really don’t want to get eaten!”
Cannon shook his head. “No, I’m sure I’m right about this, Hugo.” He held out his arms. “Come on. Lift me up there. They’re not going to be able to get to me if they eat you first.”
“I can’t believe I’m feeding you to a cat,” Hugo said, hefting Cannon onto his shoulders.
“What are friends for?” Cannon said. “Besides, it makes perfect sense, really. I think it’s all a test. This whole mechanism. It’s here so that you can prove how badly you really want to get out. First the Plunge. You have to want go forward so much that you’re willing to risk it all instead of going back. Then the Screw, where you have to be so dedicated that you’ll surrender all control. Then this place, where you have to to stare a gruesome death right in the face and say, ‘Here, kitty, kitty!’”
Hugo stood up with some effort and felt a quick tug as Cannon disappeared. He stumbled forward at the sudden change in his balance and caught himself with his right arm, which broke off in the effort.
Hugo groaned and rolled onto his back. He clenched the muscles in his stomach, praying that wouldn’t break off too, and got to his feet. The hawk had returned to the little alcove in the wall, but the cat was still sitting there, waiting for him. He glared up at its gleaming red eyes and it licked its lips.
“Well?” Hugo said. “What are you waiting for?”
The cat flicked out a single claw, skewered the neck of his shirt, and lifted him into the air. It opened its mouth wide, and Hugo hovered for a moment over the dark hole of its throat, eyeing a ring of sharp white teeth.
He fell, his body was dashed to pieces on the cat’s teeth, and he was still conscious as he felt all the tiny parts of himself slipping down its throat.
***
The belly of the cat was a tiny, red space without doors or windows. There was light, but Hugo could not tell where it was coming from.
Cannon and Lashé were waiting for him.
“How is it that you’re both in here?” Hugo said. “When one of you was eaten by the cat and one by the hawk?”
“Don’t ask silly questions,” Lashé said. “We need to get a move on. Do you remember this room?”
Hugo had to think about it. “The Siphon,” he said finally.
“Yes,” Lashé said. “There is only one way out of this room as well. You must prove that you want out of this place more than you want life itself. Breath, to be more precise.”
“Haven’t we done that already?” Hugo said. “I just let myself get eaten by a cat.”
“It is easy to rush into death,” Lashé said. “It takes determination not to breathe.” He sat on the ground and crossed his legs. “I will go first.” He promptly shut his mouth.
After ten seconds, his lips began to tighten. At twenty, his eyes shut tight. At thirty seconds, his face turned red. At forty, tiny beads of sweat appeared on his forehead and he swayed slightly on the spot. At fifty seconds, he gave a raspy groan and slid through the floor like a ghost.
Cannon gave a low whistle. “Okay,” he said, clapping his hands together. “I guess it worked.”
“Or the cat just digested him,” Hugo said darkly.
Cannon sat on the floor as Lashé had done. “Together?” he said.
Hugo sighed and sat down across from him. “Promise me we won’t do anything like this ever again.”
Cannon laughed. “If I hadn’t come, you would be doing this all by yourself.”
Hugo shook his head. “If you hadn’t come, I wouldn’t be doing this at all.”
Cannon gave him a shrewd look, as if trying to decide whether he was joking. At length, he shrugged. “What are friends for?” he said. “Okay. The last few seconds are going to be the hardest, but don’t give in. On three, then. One, two, three.”
Cannon shut his mouth and Hugo clamped his fingers over his nose and mouth.
As it turned out, the last few seconds were even harder than Hugo had imagined. He was amazed at how many things could flash through his mind in such a short amount of time: growing up at the castle. The first time he imagined being a mage. Meeting Tabitha. Getting tortured by the Kutha. Brinley putting a ball of light into his heart. Seeing the face of darkness for the first time. Brinley taking his hand inside the stone.
In the last second, his body thrashed, aching for breath. Then everything went dark.
He woke up in the heart of the Mechanism. He was standing on what looked like a high green catwalk in the midst of space. It stopped several feet away, and then there was nothing, just an emerald mist. Above his head was a complex network of wheels and gears, pins and holes and locks. Cannon and Lashé were waiting for him.
“We made it,” Cannon said, grinning.
Lashé was doing a better job of controlling himself. “We’re not out yet. But the gate is there.” He pointed to the end of the narrow catwalk. “You go first, Hugo. The gatekeeper will not want to speak with me.”
“Gatekeeper?” Hugo said. “He won’t? Why?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Lashé said, and he pushed Hugo down the catwalk.
When they reached the end of it, Hugo saw that what he had taken for an empty green mist was not empty at all. There was a high-backed chair in the midst of it, like a throne, and upon it sat a very stern-looking woman. She was made of white stone, as if she had been carved out of marble, but she was very much alive. “Hugo, Mage of Light and Darkness, you seek to leave this place?”
“I do,” Hugo said.
“Then you must prove that you have changed.”
“Changed?”
The woman nodded solemnly. “You must demonstrate that you have become what you came here to become. Learned what you came here to learn.”
“But I didn’t come here to learn anything,” Hugo said. “I didn’t mean to come here at all, I just didn’t have any other choice!”
“There is always another choice,” the woman said. “And whether you meant to come here or not, there are no true accidents. You came here for a reason.”
“What reason is that?” Hugo said.
“You came here to learn that you must do what is necessary. You came here because it was necessary to save a life. What will you do when it is necessary to take one? You came here to learn your duty as a mage. You came here to find your path. Now you must walk it.”
“How?” Hugo asked.
The woman lifted her hands. In one she held an apple, in the other, a long, curving black knife. She held them out to him, and a moment later they disappeared from her hands and reappeared in his own.
“That’s one of the invisibility apples,” Hugo said.
“Yes,” the woman said. “It will allow you to go unnoticed into Shael’s chambers.”
“And do what?” Hugo said, guessing at the answer. He was busy examining the knife. The blade was of black stone, hard as glass and sharper than a shaving razor. Dangerous and Beautiful.
She pointed to the knife with one hand, and brought her other fist down sharply on the arm of the chair. “End him! Do not attempt to stem the tide of darkness or light within you. You are to be their servant, not their master, and you serve them best by staying out of their way.”
Hugo took a bite of the apple. “How do you know that the darkness will want Shael dead?” Hugo asked skeptically.
“It does not matter how I know what I know,” she said. “It only matters that you go and do.” She raised her hands above her head, and Hugo felt a sharp tug around his middle. In an instant, the catwalk was gone, and he was standing in a lavish bedchamber. Dim light poured through a series of long rectangular windows to his right, and a large, lush, silk-covered bed sprawled before him. It was empty. He turned slowly and gasped. Shael was there, sitting at a table to his left. He was halfway through his breakfast, a grape poised on the tip of his fork, and he was staring directly at Hugo.



Chapter Twenty
In which Hugo makes a choice
It took a moment for Hugo to realize that those metal-colored eyes were not actually looking at him. Shael was looking through him, out the window. He ate his grape and stroked his black beard thoughtfully, then stabbed another grape. All the while he stared out the window. Finally Hugo turned to follow his gaze. Just as in the throne room, these windows looked out over the city. The fires seemed to have spread to a quarter of the buildings before they were put out. Here and there thin towers of smoke bore witness to the small sections that were still ablaze.
Behind him, Shael bit into a piece of toast with an audible crunch. Hugo walked gingerly around the table, careful not to bump anything. Shael might not be able to see him, but he could probably hear him just fine.
Hugo positioned himself behind Shael and stared down at the top of Shael’s bald head. The faint light glanced off it so that Hugo could see the muscles around the edge of Shael’s head ripple and relax as he chewed.
There was a knock at the door.
“Come,” Shael said.
A nervous-looking man in a black robe entered the room. “My lord,” he began, “it seems that in the excitement of the fire, Lashé has gained entrance to the keep. Two men—perhaps the two fugitives—were with him. They have gone into the Mechanism.”
“I am aware,” Shael said. “It does not matter. They will not escape.” He waved the servant away and the man closed the door behind him.
Shael took another bite of toast and chewed slowly. “They will not escape,” he repeated softly to himself. “I never did, so how could they?”
Hugo took a step back and pressed himself against the wall. He cleared his mind and watched his thoughts as Lashé had taught him, until the noisy mechanism of his own brain had wound to a stop and he was left alone in the silence. The darkness welled up within himself, and he watched it.
Kill him! it shouted. Do it now, before we lose our chance! Hugo watched the darkness rise, linger, and then fade. Then he felt the light within him rise.
Let him live, it whispered. We are not his executioner.
Hugo wondered what would happen if he gave up control as Lashé suggested, and just let the two forces decide for themselves what to do with his body. He wondered if that was even possible. Molad was the force of darkness. He had let go before and allowed Molad to take control, but who was the force of light, if not himself? He put a hand to his chest and tried to remember what it had felt like when Brinley had placed the light inside him. He could feel it there still, when he really thought about it, like a miniature sun inside his heart that flared to life under the light of his attention. He gazed at it with his mind’s eye now, and it seemed to glow. This was the light, but it did not seek to control him like the darkness did. It did not fight or strain to get its way. How then, if he gave up his own will to Molad, would there ever be balance?
But Lashé had shown him the path. He raised the knife thoughtfully. Maybe Lashé was right. It had seemed like the truth when they had spoken together. He was sure it was the truth. That meant that he should surrender control to Molad. Stop resisting him. Didn’t it? But Molad would kill Shael. He could feel it. He wanted Shael to die. No. That wasn’t it. He wanted Shael to die by Hugo’s hand. That part was important. It had to be Hugo that killed him. Hugo that decided. But why would that matter? Why did the darkness want Shael dead?
He is out of balance, Molad whispered. He has gone too far. He has turned the world against us. Without his death, we may never be free of this place.
All good reasons. All true. Hugo slipped the knife from its sheath. Maybe he was holding on too tightly. Maybe his ideas of light and darkness, good and bad, were too strict. Maybe, as the one in charge of balancing light and dark, he needed to embrace the idea of a gray area.
He took a step forward. Ending Shael’s life seemed like a gray area now. It was wrong, but it didn’t seem bad. It was right, but it didn’t seem good. Was it just? Did he deserve to die?
More importantly, if Hugo relinquished control to Molad, and Molad killed Shael, would Hugo be responsible? Would it be the same as doing it himself?
It felt like it. He had the power to keep Molad from doing it. So surrendering to the will of the darkness was the same thing as doing the works of darkness himself.
Molad lurched within him, not taking control, but offering to take it. Not forcing, but asking.
Surrender, Molad said. Give us control, the light and the darkness, and we will govern ourselves.
How do I know that this is the right path? Hugo said.
You don’t know until you try it, Molad whispered back.
Hugo took a step back again and sheathed the knife. He stuck it in his belt and took the smooth black stone from his pocket. Closing his eyes, he threw his thoughts into the stone and saw in his mind’s eye the Magemother’s lightfall.
Brinley was standing there, waiting for him, as always. She met him with a hug, and at her touch he was filled with peace and comfort.
“Why did it take you so long to come back?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Hugo said sheepishly. “Because it isn’t real, I guess. I mean…you’re not really Brinley…”
She considered him thoughtfully. “No,” she agreed, “Brinley’s love is truly here, and the peace that she gave you. They’re just as real as if she were here.”
“I suppose,” he said. “But I came here for advice. That’s what I need, and you’re not her, you’re just my imagination.”
“Perhaps I am that part of you that understands yourself the best.”
Hugo nodded slowly. “That makes sense, I guess. And, well, I always seem to understand myself better when I’m around you. Around Brinley, I mean.”
Brinley nodded.
“What should I do, then?” Hugo asked.
“Well, you shouldn’t kill Shael,” Brinley said.
Hugo laughed. “I know that.”
“Do you?”
“I think so,” Hugo said. “It gets so confusing, though. I mean, I know that everything Lashé told me was the truth. At least, I think it was.”
Brinley put her hand into the lightfall and watched it stream around her fingers like water. “The truth is not confusing, Hugo,” she said. “It’s simple. If you have the truth, then you shouldn’t be confused. If you’re confused, you probably don’t have the truth.”
“Or maybe I just don’t understand it yet,” Hugo said.
“Maybe,” she agreed. “But remember this: you’re the Mage of Light and Darkness. You should not be confused. If you are, then light and darkness themselves will become confused, and that will prove the ruin of the world.”
She touched his face and for a brief moment Hugo was filled, with that perfect, inexplicable peace. Then she fell out of view and Hugo leaned away from the wall, returning the stone to his pocket.
He took the knife out of his belt and dropped it. It clattered on the stone tiles, but to Hugo’s surprise, Shael did not turn around.
“I won’t do it,” Hugo said aloud.
Still, Shael did not respond.
There were footsteps in the hallway. They made a familiar sound: Click, shuffle, click, shuffle, click. There was a knock at the door.
“Come,” Shael said, andLashé entered the room, eyeing Hugo with unmistakable disappointment. “Can you believe him?” Lashé said.
“Foolish,” Shael agreed.
“Stubborn,” Lashé pressed, taking a step closer.
“Hesitant,” Shael added, turning around now.
“Arrogant beyond belief, that after all of the truth we have shared with him, he still thinks he knows best.” Lashé stepped up to stand beside Shael, and Hugo noticed for the first time that they bore a remarkable resemblance. Then Shael flickered and vanished, like a projection that had been suddenly switched off. Lashé’s gray eyes grew harder, crisper, until they bore an unmistakable metallic sheen. His hair faded entirely from his head and his beard shortened and turned darker.
“Shael,” Hugo whispered. “Lashé. It was you the whole time.”
At his words, Shael’s plush bedroom vanished. For a moment, they were hovering in thin air where the room had been, looking out over the city, but then the city was gone as well. The sky unraveled at the edges and rolled together like a scroll, the fortress too, and the towers, and the Mechanism. It all rolled together and vanished, and Hugo found himself inside a damp stone box the size of a small bedroom. It had a low ceiling, with no doors or windows, but a single tiny chink in the roof let in enough light to cast the box’s contents into shades of gray. Cannon was there beside him, blinking in surprise, and Shael was there too, sitting on a tiny wooden stool. The only other occupant of the cell was a bedraggled potted plant in the corner, which had managed to survive by forcing one stem out of the little chink in the roof. Water was dripping off one of its leaves in a steady rhythm.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
“Welcome to the real Panthion,” Shael said with a grim smile.
Cannon slid down the wall beside Hugo. “It was all in our heads,” he said. “We were in this tiny room the whole time.”
“Why?” Hugo asked, but he could already guess the answer.
“Because I needed you to listen to me,” Shael explained.
“You needed me to trust you,” Hugo corrected.
Shael inclined his head. “I gave you an enemy to run from, and a friend to run to.”
“Were we ever really going to break out of here?” Cannon asked.
“No,” Hugo answered. “That was just a ruse. Just an exercise to bring me to a crossroads.”
“Indeed. And, as always, you refuse to follow my advice.”
“What would have happened if I had let Molad kill you?” Hugo asked. “It was just an illusion, wasn’t it?”
“Was it?”
Hugo thought about it for a moment. “I don’t suppose it matters. Surrendering to Molad knowingly would have set a precedent. Illusion or not, I expect your murder would have stained my soul somehow, poisoned it, and let Molad gain power over me.”
“Oh, yes,” Shael said. “Most effectively.”
Hugo felt a sudden rush of relief. He had been so close, but he acted right. Then again, he wasn’t out of trouble yet. “Now what? You kill us?”
Shael laughed. “Why? You have been the Mage of Light and Darkness for less than a month, and already I have been able to launch an attack on the mages, plan a war on the world, and all but break out of my prison. Your rule is working out quite nicely for me. I am more than happy to await the eventual demise that will result from you not taking my advice. Perhaps the mage who replaces you will be more receptive to the truth.”
“Your truth,” Hugo corrected.
“My truth,” Shael agreed. “If you refuse to embrace your power, the wonders we could work together will never be. But I cannot destroy you, and you will not choose to destroy me. That much has been proven already. We are at an impasse.”
“I’m not at an impasse,” Cannon said. He raised his hand and pointed it at Shael, but nothing happened.
“I’m afraid you will find your powers severely limited in here,” Shael said. “Most of what you experienced thus far was illusion. If I could use mine, for example, I assure you that I would not still be a prisoner. Elementary mind work is the most that I have been able to muster.”
Cannon let his hand drop and walked to the plant. “At least the dripping makes sense now,” he mumbled. “We heard dripping the entire time. I suppose that should have tipped us off.”
“Did you?” Shael said, putting the tips of his fingers together thoughtfully. “That is the only other occupant of this cell. He prefers the company of his pot to me, and I must admit that I feel the same.”
“He?” Cannon said, looking confused.
Hugo shut his eyes. “Of course. Lignumis. Who did I meet before, then? Some traitor?”
“Some traitor,” Shael agreed. “How successful he was remains to be seen. We shall both find out soon enough.”
“You’re very civil, aren’t you?” Cannon remarked, gazing at Shael with a mixture of fascination and disgust.
“Don’t get used to it,” Shael said. “I will no doubt kill you as soon as Brinley opens the Panthion. For the moment, however, I see no reason why we can’t enjoy the last few hours together.”
“Not to mention that a corpse would really stink up a place this size,” Cannon said.
“There is that,” Shael agreed. “The truth is, there is no death in the Panthion. It is a prison, not a tomb. Those consigned to live out their life within its walls live forever in its walls, if you can call that living.”
As he spoke, he produced a very small table, and Hugo realized that it was covered with little divots, like the stones board that they had played on in the imaginary throne room.
“Lignumis was kind enough to lend some of his body for this little project several years ago. That was back when we were still getting along. He was only a child at the time, and became bored with prison quickly. He gave me my stool, and our game of stones, and in exchange I taught him how to play. I tried to teach him other things, but he was a very close-minded child.” He opened his coat and began to remove the game pieces, these ones made from roughly carved light- and dark-colored wood.
“Hey, how can he still change into a plant?” Cannon said. “I can’t use my powers.”
“I said that you would find your powers limited,” Shael said without looking up. He was carefully turning half of the pieces light side up and arranging them on the outside of the board. “I do not doubt that if you had a decade to devote to the effort, you could manage some small magic of your own. Lignumis was eventually able to take the shape of a plant. He actually bored that little hole in the roof of this box. Imagine that. It’s amazing what a plant can squeeze through. Unfortunately it did not weaken the prison in any way, other than to allow me to speak with people outside. I can stay in command of my troops, and Lignumis can get a drink when it rains. Beyond that, we are cut off from the outside world. Of course, his power was taken from him since then by your Magemother, so I doubt that he can change back. I doubt that he is himself at all, now.” Shael rapped the little board with his knuckles. “Come, Hugo, let us play.”
Hugo sat down on the stone floor across from him and Cannon came to stand beside them, folding his arms thoughtfully.
Shael glanced up at Hugo with penetrating eyes. “Do you want to be light or dark?” he asked.
Hugo gave him a long look. “Light,” he said, and they began to play.



Chapter Twenty-One
In which Brinley stands alone
Hours later, the sun was setting on Aberdeen as King Remy and his retinue crossed into Inveress. As the last one to go through, he paused and took a step back to shake Brinley’s hand.
“Thank you for what you have done in hiding my people,” he said formally. “Sometimes there is no easy way out, but you have given this world more of a chance than we could have hoped for without you.” He hesitated for a moment. “Archibald wanted to stay behind and face Shael with you. Said that if one of your fathers got to stay behind, then the other one might as well do the same.” The king laughed. “But I told him I needed him. We’ll have to learn to share him, you and I.” He glanced around. “By the way, did you see him cross over? I could have sworn he was with me a moment ago. Must have already gone. Well, no matter…” Suddenly he looked nervous. “If you should see Hugo…If there is anything that you can do for him, please…I mean to say, I do not know what he might have become in there, now that he is a mage, but he is a good boy…” He glanced down. “I know that you will do what you can for him.”
“I will,” Brinley promised. She placed a hand on her heart. “I feel him still. He lives, I can tell you that. And whatever he may have endured in the Panthion, I do not believe that he has fallen.”
The king nodded. “If he lives. If he becomes what he was meant to be, will I know him? Will I be able to understand my own son?”
Brinley gave him a warm smile. “Maybe not,” she said honestly. “Or maybe his path is simpler than we can understand. But no matter what happens, he will always be your son.”
King Remy straightened up proudly, tightening his belt. “Of course he will,” he said, rubbing at something in his eyes. “Don’t know what has come over me. Well, you just ring if you need anything.” He gave her a wink, then turned back and shut his eyes, jumping over the edge with an effort.
That just left the mages. She turned to face Animus, Belterras, Cassis, and Chantra standing around her in a semicircle.
“You’ll do fine,” Animus said, reading her mind. “If you need to ring the bell right away, do not hesitate, but if you can, wait until he does not expect an attack. If he comes out of hiding and sees only you, he may relax. We may gain some momentum in the battle by ambushing him when his guard is down. Timing will be everything. Do not forget that it is better to reveal us prematurely than risk yourself being taken by him.”
“He will probably talk with you,” Cassis pointed out. “If I had been locked in a box for as long as he has, I would have something to say about it.”
Belterras nodded. “Don’t get pulled in by his words. Keep your wits about you, and strike as soon as you sense that he has become distracted.”
“And make sure you’re not standing close to him when you do ring it,” Chantra said, rubbing her hands together almost gleefully. “Because he is going to burst into flames the second you do.”
“Remember,” Brinley said, “if you see March on the battlefield, be careful with her. She may still have my mother’s naptrap on her. It is not as fragile as it looks, but I’m sure a direct blow from a sword or a spear could destroy it.”
“We will be careful,” Animus assured her. For a moment, he looked as if he was going to say something else, but he simply inclined his head and stepped past her, gliding gently off the edge of the bridge.
Chantra followed suit, but Cassis pulled up beside her and paused.
“Here is a little something,” he said, and he pulled an elegant dagger from beneath his cloak. It had a white bone handle with a round silver pommel and guard, and when he slipped it out of its sheath, the blade licked the red light of the sunset like a hungry flame. “The blade is mage steel. Of my own making.” He gave her a stern look. “If you need it, then you’ve waited far too long to ring that bell.”
Before she could say thank you, he strode away and dropped like a stone off the end of the bridge.
Belterras promptly took the dagger out of her hands and tucked it into her belt for her. Then he pulled her into a bear hug and pushed a small loaf of bread at her with one end bitten off.
“Nice warm loaf,” he said through a full mouth. “To calm the nerves. Does the trick every time. Better than daggers.” He stepped to the edge and swallowed hard. “I’m proud of you, Magemother. Whatever happens, we’re all proud of you.” And then he too was gone.
A black swan glided over the side of the bridge and Tabitha slipped into her own shape. “Oh, did I miss them?” she said.
Brinley nodded. “Did you pick a spot?”
“Oh, did I! Yes—Archibald helped me with it earlier. I’m so glad you let me choose! There’s a nice big rock for us to hide behind, and a very pretty river that should be beautiful in the sunset when Shael comes out.”
Brinley slapped a hand to her forehead. “Tabitha, you were supposed to be picking a spot that gave us a tactical advantage, not finding the prettiest spot to potentially die in.”
Tabitha gasped. “I wasn’t thinking of that. I was just thinking that Shael’s been in there so long, he should have something nice to look at when he comes out. I mean, it might distract him. Anyway, come along and I’ll show you. Your dad’s waiting for us.”
Tabitha shifted back into the giant swan, and Brinley wrapped her arms around the bird’s graceful neck. They soared to the northern edge of the city and landed on a sloping stretch of grass beside the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. The bridge looked ominous, with the shadows of evening creeping across it, completely unguarded for the first time that she had seen.
“Very nice,” Brinley said with a grin. “This way it will be easy to see if he breaks the barrier.”
Tabitha nodded happily. “That’s just what I thought. And look, you can set the box right here in this little valley in the grass, and then you can run and hide behind that rock with us.” She pointed to a large boulder a few yards away, which sat just in front of the slowly moving river.
Her father stepped out from behind the boulder with a long, deadly looking hammer in his hands.
“Woah,” Brinley said.
He tapped the hammer thoughtfully. “Intimidating, isn’t it? I would still rather have my Winchester, but at least I have used a hammer before…Lovely spot, this,” he added, looking around. “Very nice river.”
“It’s the Gan-Gara,” Tabitha said, spreading her arms proudly, “and it is going to be our secret weapon.”
“It is?” Brinley said.
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha replied. “Watch.” She took a few steps away from them and turned into the great white dragon, then she stomped her massive forefoot into the ground, tearing out soil and rocks with her three-foot-long claws.
“Ah!” Brinley shrieked as a rather large rock tumbled toward her. Her father pulled her to safety, and they continued to watch as she dug a trench in a wide half-circle toward the river.
“What is she doing?” Brinley said.
“I think she’s making a moat,” her father answered. “Look.”
Tabitha connected her trench with the river so that water ran down it to the end of the half circle and filled it up. Then she returned to the place that she had started and dug in the opposite direction. In a few minutes, they were on a little island of grass, surrounded by a muddy moat.
Tabitha turned back into herself then, and returned to them. One of her arms was covered in mud, and she was breathing at a steady pace. “See?” she said eagerly.
“Uh…yes.” Brinley was still unsure of how their little moat would be helpful in a fight against a powerful wizard.
“No, you don’t,” Tabitha said. “Look!”
Brinley looked at the moat again and was surprised to see that it had attracted several occupants. Four or five heads rose slowly out of the water. On some, pale blue skin was visible, while on others it was obscured by the mud from the moat. Soon five heads became ten, and then ten became twenty. Before long, their little island was surrounded. The people could not seem to leave the water, or breathe air, because they kept dipping back down into it, but Brinley saw gleaming spears in their hands, and she knew that they had come to fight.
“Those guys are on our side, right?” her father asked, a note of concern in his voice.
“Oh, yes,” Tabitha said. “Look, there’s Fitz! I knew he would come.” Tabitha rushed over to one of the younger men. He seemed to be someone important, for several of the others inclined their heads to him and backed away to give Tabitha a wide berth.
She spoke with him a moment and then returned, and Brinley noticed that he reached out and held her hand for a moment before she left.
Tabitha returned (with a remarkable amount of bounce in her step, considering the circumstances) and said, “The nymph warriors have come to fight. Fitz is leading them in battle. Isn’t that wonderful?”
“Tabitha, how do you know these people?”
“If I may say so, Tabitha,” Ben said, “it looks like Fitz thinks you’re wonderful.”
Tabitha blushed. “Well, we’ve been through a lot together.”
“You have?” Brinley said. “Am I missing something?”
“Well,” Tabitha said, twisting a finger in her hair, “Yes and no. It’s a long story. Fitz is your cousin, actually, which makes him practically family for me…”
“My cousin? What?” Brinley asked, taken aback. “What on earth are you talking about?”
Tabitha briefly recounted the story of her trip into the nymph kingdom, and of her promise to find Brinley’s mother and restore her to her people.
“But I had no idea that my mother was…was…”
“A nymph queen?” her father said, scratching his head. He eyed his daughter thoughtfully. “Well, I always thought that you might be royalty.”
Brinley blushed and then rounded on Tabitha. “When were you going to tell me all this?”
“Oh,” Tabitha said, twirling her hair again, “I promised Archibald I wouldn’t say anything. Anyway, I think it’s better that you found out now, when you don’t have too much time to think about it.”
Ben chuckled and Brinley glanced at the sky. “You’re right about one thing, Tabitha. We don’t have much time left.”
Ben bent down behind the boulder, and when he came back, the Panthion was in his hands. He handed it to her, and she turned back to the little depression in the island. As she approached it, the nymph warriors sunk back into the water cautiously, so that only their eyes and the tips of their spears could be seen on the dark surface of the moat.
Brinley stumbled on a particularly soft patch of grass as she entered the little valley and nearly dropped the box, but she caught it just in time and set it down.
She put one hand on the hilt of her dagger, then changed her mind and reached into her bag instead. She felt around for both bells and gripped the handle of the smaller one tightly, then she bent down and touched the lid of the box.
“Don’t do that just yet, Magemother,” a sharp voice said.
Brinley gave a shout and jumped backward. Across the little moat, March was walking toward her slowly out of the twilight. Each step she took was carefully placed, and her eyes were glued on Brinley.
“I saw what happened here today,” March said. “You may have hidden your people, but you cannot win this war.”
Brinley reached for the lid again but March hissed at her. “Wait! I have something that you want.” She pulled the naptrap out from her robes, lifted it free of her head, and held it before her like a question. Time seemed to stop for a moment as the last rays of sunshine glinted off the crystal vial and the sun sank below the horizon. “Give me the bell,” March said, “and your mother goes free.”
“And if I don’t?”
The witch’s face twisted in a sneer. “Give me the bell, girl. It’s not nice to play tricks. My father will not be pleased.”
“I bet he won’t be pleased with you, either,” Brinley said, “when he finds out that you let me trick him.”
March tossed the naptrap into the air and laughed as Brinley lunged for it. The witch caught it again with a sniff and said, “Give it to me now, or I am going to take it from you. It was not wise for you to stay behind by yourself. So unprotected. So…exposed.” She grinned and raised her arm, and two dozen large shapes rose out of the grass behind her. Brinley had not noticed them before. They had seemed like nothing more than little hills in the twilight shadows, but these hills had legs. And teeth. There was a scarred, fever-driven bear, an eagle as broad as three men, and a large black bird that moved through the grass more like a snake than a creature of flight. March pointed at Brinley and the bear charged, leaping across the moat.
Three silver spears shot out of the water as it passed over, and when he landed on Brinley’s side of the moat, he did not get up.
There was a deep, throaty rumble from behind Brinley, and she glanced back to glimpse a long white tail slipping out from behind the rock. Tabitha lit into the sky, and Brinley’s father was on her back.
“So!” March shouted. “You are not alone after all!” She pointed at the dragon, and the myriad black shapes in the grass behind her shrieked with excitement. Tabitha loosed a jet of fire at the closest one, a giant spider taller than a man (Brinley felt like screaming just looking at it), but it skittered out of the way just in time. Tabitha banked too close to the grass, and a creature with fur and fangs flew out of the darkness and snagged her wing, pulling her to the ground. It fell a moment later to a second jet of fire, but the damage had been done. Tabitha’s wing was held tight to her body, and Brinley could tell she would not be flying again. Dark shapes slipped in and out of the shadows around her, beginning to circle.
“No!” Brinley said, looking on.
March chuckled. “Now it is just you and me.” She raised her hands sharply and a black panther stood up at her side. The strange, slithering bird landed on her other side, and together, the three of them moved toward the moat at a steady pace.
Several spear tips dipped in and out of the water menacingly, but March did not slow. When she reached the edge of the grassy bank, she paused while the two animals continued moving. To Brinley’s surprise, they did not jump over the water. Instead, they walked right to the edge and leapt in, thrusting their bodies upon the spears of the nymph warriors. March hopped onto their backs, dodging this way and that to avoid the spears that slipped past the two animals, and then she was standing at Brinley’s side. She gave Brinley a grim, satisfied smile and took a step away from the moat.
“Now then,” she began, but her next words were cut off as a warrior leaped out of the water behind her. It was Fitz. He jumped in a high arc, so that by the time she turned around he was already directly above her head, spear raised. He brought it down and released it. She caught it in the air, but could not stop it completely. She shrieked as the tip pierced her shoulder, but she managed to pull it out and catch Fitz in the head with the end of the shaft.
He changed directions sharply in the air and splashed back into the moat.
March dropped the spear in disgust and rounded on Brinley.
“Give me the bell!” she demanded.
Brinley stumbled backward, tripping once again on the loose patch of grass, but managed to regain her footing.
“I will not let you play cheap tricks on my father,” March said, her voice dangerously low. “Give me the bell or I will crush your mother here and now.” She clenched the naptrap close to her chest, squeezing it so tight that her knuckles went white.
Brinley lifted the bell half out of her bag before she stopped herself. She couldn’t hand over Aberdeen’s best hope of defeating Shael, no matter what the cost to her personally. And she couldn’t ring it, either. There couldn’t be more than a few minutes left before her time ran out. She had to open the box before she summoned the armies.
Gritting her teeth, Brinley planted her feet in the grass and drew the dagger from her belt. The blade flashed with reflected light as fire erupted to the left. Brinley glanced sideways and saw the white dragon fighting fiercely on the other side of the moat. The lifeless bodies of ten dark shapes littered the grass, but there were plenty still alive. Her father was on the ground now, swinging his hammer. She heard the distinct crack of metal on bone, and the wild, frenzied scream of an animal, and then he fell out of sight as Tabitha moved in front of him.
“Fine,” March said. Her voice was a whisper now. “Alive or dead, I shall take it from you just the same.” Still clenching the naptrap to her chest with her left hand, she raised her right hand high into the air. A green light danced around her fingers, growing in intensity as she drew back her arm, poised to throw. She stepped forward slightly and her foot brushed the loose patch of grass. A second later, the grass erupted skyward, followed by a black bowler hat and the gleaming silver tip of a cane.
March screamed and stepped back, but she was too slow. Archibald brought the handle of his cane up against the bottom of her chin and her head snapped back. She stumbled and groaned, then bared her teeth like a rabid animal and screamed, lunging at him. Emerald light sparked in the palm of her hand as she brought it up. He rushed her, closing the distance between them in a single leap, and brought the cane across her chest with his full strength.
There was a bone-rattling crack of thunder and Archibald’s cane broke apart, littering the air with splinters. March sailed backward, her expression blank, and landed like a rag doll on the near shore of the moat. Her right hand dangled in the water. Her left, still clenched to her chest, shifted slightly to reveal the glint of moonlight on crystal.
“Oh, no. No, no.” Archibald groaned, falling to his hands and knees and crawling toward March. “NO!”
Brinley rushed to his side and as he touched the witch’s hand, she saw the naptrap come away in shards.
A bird’s wing slipped out from between the broken crystal, fluttering across the fallen witch’s chest. The bird twisted, revealing a black body and white striped wings. The magpie tried to take to flight but tumbled onto the grass. In horror, Brinley recognized the image that she had seen in the Cracks of Laughter.
The magpie slipped out of sight then, and Brinley’s mother appeared. She struggled on her hands and knees for a moment, until Archibald arrived at her side to help her up.
“I’m so sorry,” he mumbled. There were tears streaming down his face even as he searched her eyes for a glint of recognition.
“Shah,” she said, reaching up to stroke his face. “Don’t cry for me, my love. You did well.” She reached up to stroke his face with the palm of her hand and his tears doubled. She caught one with the tip of her finger and brought it to her lips in a peculiar childlike gesture.
He smiled at her, then said softly, “I missed you.”
She nodded. “I am sorry for what I did to you. I thought that it was right at the time. But now…”
He took her hand in his and said, “Speak no more of it. All is forgiven.”
She nodded and gave him one last smile before she turned to Brinley. “Come here, my daughter,” she said, and Brinley moved to her side. She felt the tears on her own face now. Her thoughts raced. There were so many things she wanted to say, but she couldn’t think of any of them.
“This is not the happy ending that we had hoped for,” her mother said weakly.
“No,” Brinley said. “No. It’s not fair.” She pulled her mother close, breathing her in. “We didn’t have any time.”
“No, not nearly enough.” She pulled back and caught Brinley’s eye. “But you have already become the best of me. You’re a better Magemother than I was, you know. I’m so proud of you.”
Brinley’s lulled forward with a sob and her mother lifted her head again with the tip of her finger. “Remember the peace that was given you once,” she said. “The knowledge that all things will work out right. Remember the love that you have felt. These are the gifts that you are to share with the world through your children. Will you do that?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Last of all, remember my love.” She shuddered violently, and her hand slipped from Brinley’s face. “Do not make her watch this, Archibald.”
Archibald laid her down gently on the ground and pulled Brinley away, but she would not move. She watched her mother give her one last, peaceful smile. Then her body was gone, and a magpie fluttered into the air again. It drifted toward the moat and slipped into a clean patch of water, where it moved no more.
After a moment, three sets of hands appeared from beneath the water and lifted it gingerly. Long slender arms followed, and then three identical crowns broke the surface. It was the three queens, Brinley realized, her mother’s sisters, just as Tabitha had described them. The women on either side were staring at the magpie’s body reverently, while the one in the center gave Brinley a long, hard look. Finally, she bowed her head, and together they slipped back beneath the surface of the river, bearing their sister home.



Chapter Twenty-Two
In which Hugo remembers who he is
Inside the Panthion, Hugo’s face twisted in concentration. His hand hovered between two pieces on the Dominion board, moving first toward one, then the other. Finally, he made up his mind, but the piece shuddered before he could touch it. He glanced up at Shael and other man lifted his eyes toward the ceiling.
The intricate network of cogs and gears had begun to move. A moment later, the lid of the box eased open, revealing a night sky filled with stars.
Shael threw back his head and spread his arms, breathing a long, deep sigh of relief. Cannon, who had been sitting in the corner next to the plant that was Lignumis, put one arm around it protectively.
The next thing Hugo knew, the Panthion had fallen away from them. The three of them were standing in a little depression in the grassy field at the foot of the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire. Cannon still held the plant.
As soon as he was free, Shael raised his hands and began to chant. Hugo did not recognize the language, but at the words, Molad stirred within him. Shael twisted his right palm and Hugo froze, unable to move. He raised his left, and a series of black lines issued from it, swimming through the air like ink through water. They touched the bridge to the Wizard’s Ire and expanded, twining through cracks and crevices, climbing rapidly toward the summit. When they reached it, there was a brilliant flash of light, followed by a moment of silence. Then, faintly, they heard the distant, frenzied roar of men and beasts clamoring down the long stone causeway, hungry for battle.
Shael rolled his shoulders and shadows flew like fabric from the dark corners of the landscape, covering him in a cloak of night.
Cannon was inching away from Shael now, hiding the plant under one arm and pointing to it with the other, trying to get Brinley’s attention. She saw him finally, and glanced at the plant. Like light entering a dark room, the awareness of Lignumis filled her. The presence that she had sensed from a distance for so long was now before her.
“Shael!” she called, and for the first time, he glanced down at her. She was standing before them, the Panthion still held in her hands, lid open. Her eyes were red, as if she had been crying, but her jaw was set. “I have released you, as you requested. Now you must set Hugo free.”
He raised an eyebrow in surprise, but did not hesitate. “As you wish,” he said. He lowered his hand.
From his place beside Shael, Hugo suddenly felt his body freed. He took a step toward Brinley. For some reason, she was completely alone. The entire city of Ninebridge was empty. But how could that be? Where were Aberdeen’s armies? Across the river, he saw the bodies of a dozen dark creatures strewn across the ground. Was the battle already over?
Shael was still looking at Brinley.
“Brave of you, Magemother, to face me alone. Where are your friends? Would they not stand by you in your hour of need?” He sniffed the air. “There has been death here already tonight. Where is my daughter?”
“Where she belongs,” Brinley whispered.
Shael considered her. “Dead.” It wasn’t a question. “This is your doing? Well…” He stroked his beard. “You murder my daughter and then speak of it so casually. I have underestimated you.”
“And I have underestimated you,” Brinley said, stepping nearer.
Shael dipped his head, studying her. “Have you? How?”
Brinley’s heart was racing. She had no idea what she was talking about. She only knew that she had to keep him talking. Lignumis was more than halfway to cover now, and Hugo was at her side. Archibald and her dad were hiding behind the stone again with Tabitha, who was back in her own shape and nursing a seriously sprained shoulder. She claimed that she would still be able to fight just fine, but Brinley wasn’t so sure. Even with an entire army at her call, she wanted to make sure she did this right. “First, that you survived the Panthion,” she said, pleasantly surprised at how logical it sounded. “Secondly, that you have been free for nearly two minutes now, and I am still alive.”
Shael threw back his head and laughed. “You amuse me, Magemother. Perhaps I should keep you alive to amuse me further. There is something about you.” He mused. “You have…something…what is it?”
“This,” Brinley whispered, and raised the little bell that she had been holding behind her back. She rung it once, with a quick jerk of her wrist, and a small, sweet tone pealed across the plain.
“NOW!” She let the shout fill her lungs, her mind, her soul, rolling forth to all that would receive it
Beside her, Hugo straightened, poised to attack. Even the plant in Cannon’s arms twitched, though nobody noticed.
The air behind Brinley split from ground to sky in a long, dark, ever-widening line. The world seemed to shift in a split second, as if someone had rewritten reality. One moment, a girl stood alone in an empty field, the next, an army of ten thousand men were at her back, their swords and spears and banners glinting silver beneath the moon. Above them, a great red dragon slithered toward Shael through the night air, illuminating himself with a triumphant sheet of fire. And there, clearly visible on his back, under the red light of his flames, were the four remaining mages of Aberdeen, each one with a hand stretched toward him.
Shael reached for them with his thoughts, poised to release the curses that he had spent so long perfecting, but the mages were quicker. Before he could speak, the earth beneath his feet began to tremble. The Magemother retreated several steps, and a shimmering alabaster dragon leapt into being from behind the boulder beside her, curling a long tail around her and lifting her to safety. In the same instant, a narrow obelisk of stone thrust Shael skyward. Lightning struck him out of the darkness—once, twice, three times. On the third strike, the stone beneath him burst into flames. Wind spread the fire into a glowing curtain that wrapped around him, closing fast.
Without thinking, Hugo screamed and threw himself at Shael too, reaching for light. He touched the light of the stars and the sickle moon, and their pale reflections in the water. He touched the light gleaming in Brinley’s eyes, and Shael’s own, in the long line of torches that was spreading down the bridge behind them, and the pale glow of his own skin. He wove the threads together in his mind, forming a net with which to cover his enemy, but before he could release it, his grip on the light slipped.
Have you forgotten already? Molad thundered within him. If you will not grant me freedom, then you shall have none.
With an iron grip, Molad seized his mind. Hugo screamed in protest, and in pain, dropping to his knees, and from a distance, Shael heard him.
Shael had been waiting for that. Waiting for the battle that must wage within the Mage of Light and Darkness. He made a swatting motion with his hand, and Hugo felt something slam into his body like a giant hammer, flattening his features and flinging him across the moat. His head hit the ground, rendering him unconscious.
Returning his attention to the other mages, Shael was momentarily confused about what to do next. In the time that he had wasted, they had bonded with the Magemother. Their powers were melding. Soon there would be no separation. Stone would burn like fire and air would thicken to rock within his lungs and there would be no place to hide, no safe ground from which to strike at them. He had to separate them before that happened, or he would lose this battle.
Shael struck the stone beneath him and it broke apart. He threw off the wind that held him in place and fell to the ground, shrinking out of sight. He was a tiny stone, no bigger than a pebble—a malevolent grain of sand that shot itself across the gap between them and lodged itself in the dragon’s eye.
The Mage of Stone sensed the oncoming pebble a second too late. Kuzo lurched dangerously, bucking the mages from his back in a panic. Animus took to the wind. The Mage of Fire fell. Cassis dropped like a stone, turning into one the second before he hit the ground, and rolled away easily. He was on his feet a moment later, reaching toward the sky for the stone in Kuzo’s eye. He called to it, bringing it free of Kuzo’s body, and the stone became a sleek bird that dove toward the white dragon, and the Magemother who now sat upon its back.
The mages’ link had been partially broken, Shael sensed. The Mage of Fire was on her own again, running at him on the ground. She must be the first to fall. The white dragon reared and roared as he sped toward it, filling the air between them with a wave of light and heat.
Shael resolved into his own form, gathering the fire in his open hands and draping it about his shoulders like a cape, daring the Mage of Fire to come and take it from him. He pointed one hand at the bridge, summoning servants. He felt them in the palm of his hand, even as they raced down the bridge, and when he pointed at the dragon, five strong trolls leapt a thousand yards in a single bound to swarm the beast.
Tabitha caught the first troll with a stream of fire. The second she flattened against the boulder with her shoulder, bending her ruined wing out of the way. In the next instant, she was herself again. Brinley slipped from her back and together they rolled out of the way as the next two trolls collided with one another, passing through the spot where the great dragon had been a moment before. The last troll looked around in confusion for a moment, then lumbered away.
Aberdeen’s army flowed around the two trolls, who were now wrestling with each other, and a lone soldier broke off from the mass and stepped in to haul the Magemother to safety. Tabitha followed behind.
Shael watched them. Just before they were out of sight, he raised a hand and pointed at Brinley, but a wall of wind sprung up, separating her from view. Animus stepped out of it with Cassis at his side. The Mage of Wind walked casually toward Shael, one hand in the wall of wind, making it spread around to enclose them on the little island. Animus wanted Shael inside that wall, cut off from his armies, forced to fight the mages all at once while the Magemother stood by to link their strength.
Brinley stepped up to the wall and when Tabitha moved to follow she waved her away. “You can’t help here, Tabitha. Go watch over Hugo and my dad. Please, go!”
Tabitha hesitated and Brinley disappeared behind the wall of wind. A second later, Tabitha changed into the dragon again and rushed off on foot, one wing still held to her side.
The Mage of Fire stepped through the wall of wind and seized Shael’s cape. He let her do it, abandoning his previous plan in a quick decisive leap toward self-preservation.
He took to the air, racing the rising wall of wind to the night sky beyond. He heard Gadjihalt’s bloodcurdling war cry, and the distant sound of thunder as the first lines of troops crashed together at the foot of the bridge. If only Shael could get to them, he could lend them strength. He needed time to regroup, formulate a plan.
But the wind rose faster than he could. A fiery rope twined around his ankle and he lashed out angrily, cutting it off. Two more lines caught him, and the wind arced overhead, joining together in a domed roof that shut out the night. He cut the ropes of fire again and barreled into the wall of wind, but the moment he touched it, he felt his power scattering on the tumultuous air, tearing away from him in every direction at once. He slipped out of it, gathering his power back to himself as two more fiery lines knotted around his ankles, pulling him down.
A second later they were joined by three thick vines, bristling with thorns. Two caught his feet; the third wrapped around his torso. Even as he struggled to remain airborne, Shael glanced down curiously, following the vines with his eyes to the palm of a pale-faced boy who was leaning on the Magemother for strength. Somehow Brinley had entered the circle. She must have brought him, must have restored his power.
Shael’s thoughts were disturbed as the Mage of earth touched Lignumis’s vines. Fire ants rushed over them, swarming onto Shael’s legs. His skin prickled and he screamed at the sudden pain.
Finally, one last rope looped around him. This one had been thrown by the Mage of Metal, and was made of steel. Together, the rope and vines wrenched him down and bound him fast to the valley floor.
With a metallic creak, the steel rope tightened, forcing air out of Shael’s lungs. It stopped just short of killing him, so tight that he was forced to breathe in short, shallow breaths.
The five mages gathered around him in a tight half-circle with Brinley at the center. At least the Magemother’s Herald was nowhere to be seen. That was something.
Shael weighed his options. If he used all of his power in a quick, concentrated attack, he could kill one of the mages for sure, maybe two. It would have to be Cassis first, or the steel rope would crush him in the next instant. Animus would have to be next. He was the strongest, and Shael would not be able to escape the wind-wall while Animus lived. If the others were slow to react, he might make it away alive.
As if reading his thoughts, Lignumis raised a hand and four thick roots broke from the grass, wrapped around Cassis’s steel ropes, and covered Shael in another layer of bonds.
Shael cursed silently. He would not be able to kill three of them before the Mage of Fire bathed his body in flames. He was caught, for now.
“Shael,” Brinley said, “you are in our power.”
“Do you wish for death?” Animus asked.
“Or to return to your prison?” Cassis finished.
Shael frowned. The mages were completely joined now. The Magemother was speaking through each of them in turn, and they were letting her, no doubt just to show him how futile it would be to fight back.
“Death,” Shael said.
“Then you shall not have it,” Belterras said. “You shall return to your prison.”
“Alone,” Lignumis added.
Shael felt a twinge of anger at that. “Cruel words,” he whispered.
“If you wish for an easy way out,” Brinley said, “then you must call off your army and put an end to the fighting. Then we will have mercy.”
“If not,” Chantra said, “it’s back to your cage.”
“And I am afraid there will be no bargaining this time,” Animus said.
“No faithful daughter to carry out your plans,” said Cassis.
“No Mage of Light and Darkness to manipulate,” said Belterras.
“No army to raise,” said Lignumis.
“No way out,” Brinley finished.
Then, with his face pressed half into the grass and the power of five mages threatening to destroy him, Shael smiled. He gave Brinley a knowing glance, because he knew she would have just sensed the same thing that he had: that there was a way out for him after all. Out on the battlefield, Hugo had slipped again. There was something different in the balance of light and darkness that could mean only one thing: Hugo was gone.
Molad was in power.
***
After Hugo landed on the bank, Cannon had jostled him until he began to move.
“What happened?” Hugo said, coming to as Cannon pulled him to his feet.
“You got manhandled by a sorcerer. Come on, the fighting’s started.”
Hugo felt a rush of energy at the words and brushed Cannon’s hands away. Together, they joined the fray at a run.
“A sword for the Prince of Aberdeen!” Cannon screamed over the din as archers and pikemen swarmed around them. A second later, a sword flashed into Hugo’s hand, surrendered by a passing footman with a quick bow.
“What am I supposed to do with this?” Hugo said in disgust, but even as he did he knew that for the moment it was his best option. Molad had taken his powers hostage. He thought about wrestling with his darker half, but this seemed like a bad time to accidentally set Molad loose if he failed.
“Use it, my lord,” Cannon said formally.
Hugo gritted his teeth and took it, then glanced up at the sky. The other mages were swarming Shael. Then, somehow, Shael was gone. Kuzo was hit with something and mages tumbled from his twisting form, falling toward the ground.
Hugo ran toward them and then stopped short as the sounds of battle were punctuated by three short bursts of a horn. “Did you hear that?” he said, glancing around wildly.
“The war horn?” Cannon said.
“It is my father’s,” Hugo’s face was white. “He would not use it unless his need was great.”
“I think it came from the front,” Cannon said, pointing.
“I’m going,” Hugo growled, sprinting in the direction that he had indicated. Cannon rushed beside him, helping him press his way to the heat of the battle. With his hand raised before him as they ran, those that blocked their path were gently shoved out of the way to one side or the other; they were at the front in under a minute.
There they found Hugo’s father, fighting back to back with Thieutukar Manisse. Tuck was trading blows with Gadjihalt himself, while the High King of Aberdeen struggled to fend off a giant spider, which was down from eight legs to five.
Cannon turned as someone screamed nearby. “Go,” Hugo said, then rushed to his father’s aid. He cut five legs down to three with a few quick strokes of his sword and stepped back as his father finished the creature.
“Hugo!” Remy said, with an expression somewhere between relief and trepidation. “You’ve come back.”
There was no time for a response. Thieutukar stumbled backward, and they spun to help him.
For the first time since before he had been imprisoned in the box, Hugo stood face to face with Gadjihalt. The tall, broad man looked even larger than he remembered. He was covered in shining black mail from head to foot and carried a large sword in each hand. One of them, Hugo noticed, was his own. His real sword. The other sword, Gadjihalt held point down in the grass. He leaned on it like a cane as he stepped toward them. He was an intimidating figure, even with the limp, but Hugo was surprised that he had lasted so long against Thieutukar, who was the deadliest swordsman Hugo had ever seen.
“Greetings, princeling,” Gadjihalt said. “Welcome to the party. Did you enjoy your time in the Panthion?”
“Immensely,” Hugo said. “I’d like my sword back now, if you don’t mind.” He sprang forward, feinting high and thrusting low in an attempt to catch Gadjihalt’s bad leg.
Hugo quickly learned why Tuck had yet to conquer the ancient warrior. Gadjihalt did not pivot, as Hugo expected him to do. Nor did he guard his leg. Rather, he brought one of his swords up with a quick flick that packed more power than Hugo would have thought possible. The blade in Hugo’s hand broke in half with a crack, and the free end sailed away to land harmlessly in the grass. Gadjihalt gave a satisfied nod and leaned back on his second sword, waiting for another attack.
“It’s rather like swinging your sword at a windmill, isn’t it?” Thieutukar said mildly. Then more seriously, “Together this time.”
Hugo, Remy, and Thieutukar spread out from each other and inched toward Gadjihalt, the king in the middle, with Hugo and Thieutukar on either side. Gadjihalt continued to lean on his sword with a thoughtful expression. He seemed to be more concerned with watching the progression of the battle than the fact that he had three deadly swordsmen creeping up on him.
The moment before they came close enough to strike, Gadjihalt leapt at Remy with incredible speed. He brought both swords high over his head and then down. Remy was barely fast enough to bring his own blade up in time to block. He deflected Gadjihalt’s attack, but the force of the blow made his knees buckle and his lower back crack audibly. He shouted and fell forward onto the ground, alive, but unable to rise on his own.
As Gadjihalt flew past, Hugo brought the shortened blade to bear on the old warrior’s exposed flank, but the broken sword glanced off Gadjihalt’s armor.
“Take mine,” his father gasped, rising to one knee and tossing Hugo his sword. Hugo caught it deftly with his right hand, keeping the broken one in his left, and planted his feet firmly beside the king of the gnomes to face Gadjihalt once more.
“One down,” Gadjihalt said with a grin.
Hugo lunged forward and then dove to the ground midway through his attack in order to avoid a spout of flames.
Kuzo had dropped out of the sky above their heads. A white dragon broke through the line of soldiers behind them and added her fire to the flames engulfing Gadjihalt. Thieutukar dropped to the ground as well, covering his face.
Hugo expected Gadjihalt to scream, but he did not. When the fire died, he dropped to his knees. His black armor was glowing in several places, and a thin line of smoke curled out of the opening in his helmet.
Kuzo stomped and the ground shuddered. “Your master’s spells cannot save you forever, Mortal. Eventually, you will burn.”
“Perhaps,” Gadjihalt grunted.
Kuzo roared and lunged. He brought one foot down on Gadjihaltls left, the other on his right, and swept his tail around behind him, cutting off his retreat, but even as he opened his mouth for the kill, Gadjihalt darted forward, rolled under the dragon’s belly and scraped his sword across his scales.
There was a dull, almost musical tone and sparks danced from the blade, but the scales remained intact.
Kuzo roared in anger whipped his tail around, nearly leveling several people on his own side. Hugo dove out of the way just in time to avoid it, and did not see whatever happened next. When he looked up again Gadjihalt was dancing away from the dragon, lifting a thin silver horn from his belt. He sounded it twice and then rolled to avoid another burst of flame. Tabitha had come upon Gadjihalt from behind.
Two men dropped from Tabitha’s back then. One was Archibald, who carried a sword rather than his usual cane. The other was a stranger to Hugo but he had a big warhammer and he looked like he knew how to use it, so Hugo was glad for his company.
Just then the air split with a high-pitched cry and three enormous birds dove at them from the bridge, talons outstretched to meet the dragons.
Gadjihalt gave a cry of triumph.
Tearing attention away from Gadjihalt, Tabitha caught one of the birds and pulled it to the ground. Bellowing in fury, Kuzo soared into the air to grapple with the other. To Hugo’s horror, the third bird picked Thieutukar up by the arms and hauled him into the sky.
“Come, Ben!” Archibald shouted, and he and the stranger raced off on foot after the king of the gnomes.
With a shiver, Hugo found himself facing Gadjihalt alone.
The old warrior chuckled. He pulled his second sword out of the ground with a wince and raised it in invitation.
Hugo fought the urge to run.
Gadjihalt lunged at him three times in quick succession. Hugo parried the first, sidestepped the second, and blocked the third with the broken sword, which cracked off at the hilt.
Hugo shouted in frustration and hurled the broken pommel at Gadjihalt’s head. To his great surprise, it struck the black helmet with a dull clang and made the older man stumble for a moment.
Hugo took advantage of the distraction and leaped forward, abandoning a defensible position in an effort to gain momentum. It did not occur to him that Gadjihalt might be faking, that the old warrior might have let the pommel hit his helmet, might have stumbled on purpose to lure him in. Hugo realized his error soon enough.
The moment Hugo closed the distance between them, Gadjihalt whirled on him, dealing out a chorus of blows that Hugo barely survived. The hilt of his father’s sword vibrated dangerously as he parried first one blow, then the next. By the last one, Hugo was so bent on escape, so sure that he would not find it, that in a final, thoughtless act of desperation, he reached for the light again.
Unexpectedly, instead of hindering him, Molad reached for darkness at the same instant, and together they fell into a dance of light and dark and steel that they had rehearsed once before in the halls of the gnome king.
Hugo flowed in and out of the dance, moving from guard to attack to guard again with no time to wonder why Molad was assisting him.
Gadjihalt advanced with another double-overhand swing, and Hugo and Molad dove between his legs, tucking into a tight roll. Rolling to their feet behind him, they twisted, slicing at the weak armor behind Gadjihalt’s knees.
The ancient warrior groaned and buckled, hitting the ground with a heavy thud. Hugo gave a cry of jubilation and felt Molad do the same. And then, without warning, Molad turned on him.
Something became clear to Hugo then: he should never have let Molad out, never given him so much trust and freedom. But it was too late. Hugo was tired, and Molad was strong, and free. Hugo quickly became a prisoner.
If you try to wield the darkness, Hugo said from the familiar cell of his own mind, I will be free to take up the light. I’ll stop you.


If you try to stop me, Molad returned, I will destroy us both.
Gadjihalt planted one sword into the ground and twisted around on his knees, raising the other in a final attempt to defend himself.
In the same instant, Molad plunged his blade to the hilt into Gadjihalt’s exposed underarm, dividing ribs, lungs, and heart in a single movement. Then, without waiting for the body to fall, he turned on his heels and sprinted to the wall of wind in the center of the surging battle, beyond which Shael would die unless he intervened.
***
Brinley barely noticed Shael’s taunting words, barely registered the satisfied smile on his face. She was distracted by something else, something that had to do with Hugo. He had been there, a moment before, fighting Gadjihalt alongside his father. In a single moment he had grown incredibly powerful, and the next, he had vanished from her awareness, leaving only a shadow behind, a dark, incorporeal personality that settled into place inside her heart like a disease.
Molad stepped through the wind-wall, and at his touch, darkness spread through it like a poison, changing wind to swirling shadow and crawling up Animus’s outstretched arm like a snake.
The Mage of Wind withdrew his arm from the wall as if he had been bitten. With a quick shake he flung the snake away. There was no fear in his eyes, only surprise, and a strange, intense tenderness for the dark-eyed boy that faced him. He took a step back and held up his hands in surrender.
Molad touched the bonds that held Shael, and another black serpent slipped from his hand, devouring first wood, then metal.
Chantra glanced in question at Animus, fingers twitching in the air, but the Mage of Wind shook his head, and she let her hands fall to her sides.
Shael got to his feet.
Trapped inside his own body, his own mind, Hugo was trying desperately to escape. For a few moments, he had believed Molad—believed that if he tried to fight back, Molad would really destroy them, so he hadn’t fought. He had looked on as Molad killed Gadjihalt, attacked Animus, and released Shael. But with each small victory of the darkness, with each small decision to do nothing, Hugo felt himself losing power. It was as if the cell that bound him was contracting. He felt Molad’s thoughts pouring into his own, and for a few moments he couldn’t separate himself from them. Molad was trying to absorb him, to erase him, to devour him, and he was close to succeeding.
Blindly, Hugo fumbled for an anchor to grasp, something, anything that would keep his dwindling identity alive. He reached for his earliest memories—watching the sunset from his father’s balcony when he was a boy, learning to use a sword, sneaking out of his lessons with Archibald—and threw them around himself like a cloak, a banner of his own experience, proof of his existence. And the darkness devoured them, leaving behind a confused, quivering question where the bright memory of his past had been just a moment before.
Hugo reeled as his foundation was torn out from under him. Desperately, he searched his future for an anchor instead, his thoughts and dreams about what might be, what he might become. He was a prince. Someday he would be the king. He was a mage. Someday he would save the world. He was a friend—Brinley’s friend, and Tabitha’s and Cannon’s—someday he would care for them the way that they had cared for him. This was who he was! He spun the truth that he had found into a tiny, shimmering star and placed it in his heart. Surely this would stand up to the darkness that infested his soul.
But he had let the darkness in too far. There was no place to hide. No place Molad could not touch, no truth the darkness could not forget. And so his friendship and kinghood, his calling as a mage, were gone. His name went next, and the person who had once been Hugo cowered in the midst of a darkness that was so complete, the only thing left of him was a small, unthinking awareness.
Inside the Mage of Light and Darkness, the awareness that had been Hugo sat still amid the swirling black, watching one tiny light, the last light of its soul, the only one that Molad could not devour. He could no longer name it, for thought itself escaped him, but the light felt warm, and so he watched it, taking great care not to look away.
***
Outside, far away from the flickering awareness and the tiny light, Shael smiled. But he did not move. He was too careful, too cunning to make a mistake now. Molad was battling Hugo for the stewardship of their soul, and he was not about to distract them.
Molad reached into his pocket, then withdrew his hand and dropped a smooth black stone at Brinley’s feet.
“Release us,” he whispered.
Brinley bent to pick up the stone. It was the memory rock that she had given to Hugo on his sickbed. The same one that she had asked Cannon to deliver to him in the Panthion. She turned it over in her fingers and searched Molad’s dark eyes.
“What do you mean?” she asked. She touched his mind with her own, looking for a trace of Hugo within the darkness, but Molad shut her out.
“Stop that!” he spat. He grabbed her hand with both of his, forcing it to close around the stone. “Release us,” he demanded. “You have to let us go. You are holding us back.”
“I don’t understand,” Brinley said. But as soon as the words were out of her mouth, she began to. She could no longer feel Hugo, but if Molad was so insistent that she let him go, he must still be alive. “He’s not gone,” she said, willing it to be the truth. “You can’t destroy him, and you think I’m the reason.”
“He has made his choice,” Molad sneered. “Now you are getting in his way.” He poked her in the chest. “Don’t you trust him enough to let him go?”
“Yes,” she said. “But I can’t give you what you ask. It is not in my power to sever my connection with him.”
He remains a threat to Molad, Animus whispered in her mind, as long as he has that connection with you, he cannot be completely destroyed.
Molad scowled and released her hands. “Very well,” he said. “Time will eventually accomplish what you cannot. Until then, Hugo and I will just have to go on with our little struggle.” His lips twitched in a smile. “It is over anyway.”
He walked back to take his place beside Shael, and the sorcerer put a hand on his shoulder. Then Shael walked through the wall of darkness, leaving them behind.
Molad swept his gaze over Brinley and the mages one last time. “Come and fight me, or wait here, as you wish. Either way, it ends the same.” He took a step toward the darkness, and Brinley did the last thing that she could think of.
Hugo, she called. She poured her whole soul into his name, every moment of joy, every memory of love and happiness, and all her memories of him—what he was, how she saw him, her dreams of what he could become.
Molad froze.
Hugo, Brinley called again.
“Stop that,” Molad said, as if in a trance. Then he shouted it, placing his hands over his ears. “STOP THAT!”
Hugo! Brinley called again. HUGO!
The last time, she did not call alone; five voices cried together with hers. All of the mages had joined her, adding their own power, their own memories to the call.
Molad crumpled to the ground, and Brinley crossed the distance between them in a stride. She pressed her hand against his chest, calling to the light that she had placed within him all those weeks ago. She called to the darkness too, and they both answered.
Two hands, one gold and glistening, the other pitch black, burst from the center of his chest to receive the gift that in her one brief moment of influence, she had decided to give.
She placed the smooth, dark stone into the hands and they closed over it, interlacing light and dark fingers around the memories of Brinley’s love and peace and friendship, before disappearing back into Molad’s chest.
Molad jerked and shoved her away. “What did you do?” he demanded. “What did you—”
And then, with the tranquility of a man falling quietly to sleep, Molad’s body went limp.
At the same instant, the portion of Brinley’s heart that belonged to the Mage of Light and Darkness erupted with new life.



Chapter Twenty-Three
In which there is a crossroads
Without warning, the light in Hugo’s awareness began to expand. It doubled, then tripled in size, until it completely enveloped him. When it did, he began to think again. He began to remember things—himself, his past, feelings of love, of peace, of friendship. In a moment, he was restored to himself again, the same as he was before, and yet not the same. There was something much more solid about him now—a feeling of strength, an assurance in his core that he couldn’t quite explain. He felt as if he could do anything. Be anything.
And then he remembered Molad. The darkness had taken him over. It had tried to erase him, to consume him, but somehow he had survived. Now it was in Hugo’s power to take control again.
Just then, Hugo realized that he didn’t really want to. He was tired of the endless battle, the back and forth of darkness and light. He was weary at the thought of living at the center of such conflict for the rest of his life; he just wanted it to be over.
At that thought, he felt the power go out of his body. The world went dark, and in the next instant, suddenly bright again.
He was standing in a small, circular chamber ringed by a wall of falling light. To his left stood a dark reflection of himself—a three-dimensional shadow of his own body. It was Molad, he realized. To his right, there was a similar apparition, this one light instead of dark.
“Hello,” Hugo said, unsure of what else to do.
Hello, the light and darkness echoed together.
“Do either of you know what we’re doing here?”
They were silent.
“So,” he went on. “I take it I am in charge for once?”
The light nodded patiently, the darkness impatiently, and Hugo grinned. “Good,” he said. “Well, we seem to be inside the lightfall in the Magemother’s throne room on Calypsis. But I don’t know what to do next. I’ve never been in here without her before.”
At his words, Brinley materialized beside him. She was hugging herself tightly and looked shaken.
“Hugo,” she whispered. “You’re okay.”
“For the moment,” he agreed. She was looking back and forth between the light and darkness that flanked him. “Oh,” he said. “These are my, uh…”
“Yes, I know.”
“So…why did you bring me here?”
“I didn’t,” Brinley said. “You brought me.”
Hugo was shocked. “I didn’t mean to. What are we supposed to do here?”
“Well,” Brinley said, rubbing her arms, “there are only two ways out. One leads back into the throne room, and the other leads on.”
“On?” Hugo said. “On where?”
Brinley shrugged. “It’s different every time.”
Hugo nodded. “I’ll follow you.”
“I think I should follow you,” Brinley said. She pointed at the light across from them, and they all stepped through it together.
When they arrived on the other side, Hugo recognized the place at once from Shael’s description.
It was a crossroads.
Several yards ahead of him, the gray road beneath his feet split off in three directions, three roads. One was black, one was white. The third was paved with golden light.
At the center of the crossroads, two people, a man and a woman, were standing with open arms, waiting for them.
Hugo hurried forward.
They were the most beautiful people Hugo had ever seen, and though he didn’t know who they were, he was not surprised when Brinley bowed to them.
“I am Sevain,” the woman said, and the man said, “I am Elyus. We are the gods of your world, Hugo, and we have come to watch you make your choice. Do you know what this place is?”
Hugo nodded. “I think so. I have to choose which path to take.”
“And do you know where they lead?” Elyus asked.
“I think so,” Hugo repeated. “Could you tell me again, though? I would rather have your explanation than Shael’s.”
Sevain smiled. “That is wise,” she said. “We can tell you where the paths lead, but we cannot tell you which one to take.”
“Nor can we tell you the full extent of what your choice will mean,” Elyus said. “You cannot completely understand what your life will be on any given path until after you take it.”
“I understand,” Hugo said.
Elyus turned and indicated the path on the left. The black path.
“That way is the Path of Renunciation. It symbolizes the choice to surrender your free will. On that path, you do not act. Instead, you are acted upon by the forces that seek to gain power through you. Whichever force is stronger in the given moment gains control of your life. Do you understand?”
Hugo felt ashamed. “I think I almost took that path just now.”
Sevain nodded kindly. “It was a close thing,” she said, “but the choice was not made knowingly, as yours must be, so the Magemother was able to save you.”
Hugo glanced sideways at Brinley and was surprised to see that she too was blushing now.
“That path,” Sevain continued, indicating the white road directly in front of them, “is the Path of Power. On that road you choose to exert power over the duality that seeks to rule you. You attempt to act on them, instead of being acted upon. You embrace your role as champion in the battle between light and darkness, and you fight for whichever side you deem to be right in a given situation.”
“Isn’t the light always right?” Brinley interrupted.
Sevain smiled again. “Yes and no,” she said. “There is a place for darkness in this world. If there was not, we would not allow its existence. Do not fear, Brinley. Hugo understands this, though you may not. Your role here is as an observer.”
Brinley’s mouth snapped shut, and Hugo suddenly felt horrified. Did they really think that he understood all of this?
Elyus raised a hand as if to calm his fears. He held Hugo’s eyes for a moment, then turned to point to the golden road that stretched away to their right. “This is the Path of Promise, which Shael called the ‘Path of Annihilation.’ On this path, you retain your free will, your ability to choose between light and dark, but you promise us that you will always choose in a specific way.”
“That I’ll always choose the light?” Hugo guessed.
Sevain cocked her head thoughtfully. “That you will always choose what we would choose.”
Hugo frowned. “But how will I know what you would choose in any given situation?”
Elyus nodded. “That is the blessing of this path. In return for your promise to do our will, we promise that you will always know what our will is.”
“But will Molad still be in my mind?” Hugo said. “I mean, will I still be all messed up inside, like I have been?”
Sevain gave him a knowing look. “At first,” she said. “In order to choose between them, you must still be subject to the pull of light and dark. But your situation will improve over time. The more you keep your promise and choose as we would choose, the less power Molad will exert over you. One day, you may live quite comfortably with him. In the meantime, as long as you obey our will we can promise that we will not lead you down a path in which you will be overcome.”
Hugo rubbed his hands together thoughtfully. “No offense, but how do I know that you will always know the right thing for me to choose? The right way for me to act?”
Elyus pointed at Brinley. “The Magemother knows the thoughts, the wishes, the needs of her mages. She knows this because she is joined to them. The Mage of Wood knows the thoughts and dreams and needs of every tree. The Mage of Earth knows the needs of every creature—no matter how small—that bustles around the forest floor. He knows because in the center of his soul, he is one with them. We created this world, and everything in it. We are at one with all things, though you often do not feel our presence. We see their past, their present, and their future. And so it is that we can know what is needed for every individual, as well as for the world as a whole. Our choice, then, is that thing which most serves all of you in bringing about the twofold purpose of life: first, for you to have joy, and second, for you to become like us, which is the only way that you can experience true joy to the fullest. To accomplish this, the light and darkness in the world must remain in balance, which is why we are here.”
Hugo’s head was spinning. “But which road leads to balance?”
“Hugo,” Brinley said, but a look from Elyus cut her off.
“Now he must choose,” Elyus said. “He has had help enough.”
It didn’t matter. The sound of Brinley saying his name had been enough. As soon as he heard it, something stirred within him, a recognition. Everything that had happened in the last three days fell into place. Shael’s web of truth and lies unraveled. Even the gods’ complicated advice made sense now.
He turned to the right and took one step onto the golden road, then another. He wanted to look back, but he resisted the urge. This was his road. Whatever needed to happen would happen as long as he stayed on it.
After a few steps, Elyus and Sevain were walking beside him. Elyus took Hugo’s right hand and Sevain took his left, and he felt the promise pass between them. He would surrender his free will. It wasn’t that he would lose it, but that he would always choose what they wanted, instead of what he wanted. He could see now, how this was a kind of annihilation. The part of him that made decisions based on his own will and pleasure would, in a sense, die for this arrangement to work. No doubt Shael, who defined himself through rebellion, would see this as catastrophic. And yet, Hugo found that this was not the case. The moment the promise was made, his mind was infused with light. His thoughts were swept away in an awareness of the world that he had never experienced. He knew everything in that moment. Every person, every plant, every insect, every living creature down to the smallest particle, and their thoughts. He understood their wants and needs. He saw their path through this life and beyond from the perspective of the gods. Every question that he ever had—and many that had not yet occurred to him—were answered in that one overwhelming rush of truth.
And then, as quickly as it had come, it was gone. It did not leave him entirely, but it slipped into the background of his mind like a sweet, soft music that he could ignore if he wanted to, or focus on in moments of need. The vision around him disappeared and he floated in a void, listening to the music until he heard it calling him back to his body.
***
Hugo felt grass on his face and pressed himself into a kneeling position. Brinley was doing the same beside him. They exchanged a wordless glance, and then Hugo felt Shael’s hand on his shoulder.
“Molad?” Shael said. “What happened?”
Hugo rose and turned to face him. He felt the darkness surge within him, willing him to join with Shael, to help him win the battle. He felt the light within him urge him toward a different path, and he was aware of himself as neither light nor darkness, but the one that stood between them. His choice was clear.
“It is over,” Hugo said.
“No,” Shael whispered. “What have you done? You have taken it! You have taken the path of annihilation!” He backed away. “You have given up everything that matters. Your very will!”
“It is over,” Hugo repeated. He remembered the swirling wall of darkness and reached for it, only slightly surprised to find that now, at the calm center of light and dark, both forces were easily within his reach. He waved a hand and the darkness fell; the sights and noise and smells of battle made a violent assault on his senses.
Hugo sprinted across the grass. He reached for Brinley, and for Cassis, took them both by the hand, and twisted into light, leaving everyone else behind. The battle could rage for another moment. Shael could attempt to run; it didn’t matter. His path was clear, as he knew it would be forevermore.
He stepped out of the light at the top of the Bridge to Nowhere, with the Magemother on one hand and the Mage of Stone on the other.
“Oh dear,” Cassis said, steadying himself from the sudden rush of travel. “What are we—Hugo, are you doing what I think you are doing?”
Hugo opened his mind and Brinley joined them together, unifying their thoughts and their power. As one, they lifted their arms and the broken edge of the bridge began to glow. Other rocks flew up from the ground far beneath them, summoned out of the soil. They glowed yellow, then red, then white with heat and light. They joined themselves to the broken edge of the bridge, and Cassis lowered his arms.
Working alone now, Hugo raised his hands higher. His mind raced across time and space, searching the darkness of the night for the portal that had once connected Aberdeen to the home of the gods. He found it, finally, a memory of light amid the darkness, and wove it back into the fabric of the world.
A curtain of mist unfurled, falling from the sky to the edge of the bridge in front of him, and he lowered his hands.
Whereas the mist on the other bridges was gray, this one was a clear, pale gold. He recognized the two faces on the other side of it at once. He reached his arms through the mist, took their hands in his, and pulled the gods of Aberdeen back into the world of men.
***
Though she did not understand his words, Brinley would never forget the sound of Elyus’s voice as it rang out over the city of Ninebridge. It struck every ear as loud as thunder, even as Sevain’s touched every heart with the gentleness of a mother’s whisper. Ever after, it would echo in her ears, a pale shadow of glory that refused to fade.
At their words, the fighting stopped. Every man and beast that had come out of the Wizard’s Ire fled back up the bridge from whence they came. They screamed in terror as they ran, as if the very presence of the gods might kill them.
As the last lines of monsters retreated, two dragons landed on the bridge to either side of them. Tabitha fell out of her shape immediately, landing on the bridge with her right arm twitching from the effort of flight. Blood poured out from behind her shoulder and ran down her back and dripped on the ground.
“Tabitha!” Brinley exclaimed, rushing to her side.
“I’m fine. I’m fine,” Tabitha said. She stumbled away from Brinley and planted her feet in front of the gods, cradling her broken shoulder with her good hand. “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “Did we all just die? Because that’s not really fair. I mean, I really thought we had a chance, and we were all working very hard.”
Elyus gave a rich bark of laughter. It reminded Brinley suddenly of her father, and she wondered what had become of him in the battle.
“No, you did not die,” Sevain said. “You are all about to begin living again.” She raised her hand, and Tabitha’s shoulder knitted itself together. Even the blood that had fallen to the bridge disappeared.
“Oh,” Tabitha said, testing her shoulder thoughtfully. “Well, that’s okay, then.”
Before Tabitha could say anything else, Brinley pulled her away.
“They’re the gods, Brinley!” Tabitha said. “They say that—”
“I know,” Brinley said with a giggle, shoving the excited girl out of the way.
Elyus asked for the summoning bell then, and Brinley handed it to him. He rang it, and the city and plains of Ninebridge filled with people, all of which, when they heard his voice, knelt and listened.
He spoke of changes to come, and a balance between light and dark that had been reforged. He spoke of expectations, and of what lay beyond this life for them if they followed the voices of their own darkness or light.
***
Hugo vanished several more times, always appearing a moment later with another companion. Soon King Remy, Archibald, Habis, Maggie, and Brinley’s father had all joined them on the top of the bridge. Thieutukar arrived, supported by two of his men. He looked as if he might have fallen from a great height, but when they tried to get something for him to sit on he waved them away. Cyus appeared as well, along with the Swelter Cat, though weather they came by their own power or were summoned by Elyus, it was impossible to tell.
When he had finished speaking to the people, Elyus turned to the group on the bridge.
“Before we go, there are several things that need attending to.” He addressed Shael. “You will decide your own fate. As the Magemother told you before, you may die, or you may return to the Panthion and live alone until the end of time. See now, what lies in wait for you in death.” He stepped aside so that Shael could walk up and look through the pale golden veil at the top of the bridge.
Whatever he saw made him shudder and turn his face away. “The Panthion,” he said.
Sevain took the prison box from Hugo and held it out, and Shael thrust a hand inside. With a final cry that was more rage than anguish, he was gone.
Sevain snapped the lid shut and the hinges fell away. The crack in the side sparked and then fused shut. A line of light glowed momentarily around the seam between the lid and the rest of the box, and then that too had disappeared.
“It will never open again,” she said, handing it back to Hugo.
“Ooh, I’ll take that,” Habis said, stepping forward to snatch the Panthion out of Hugo’s hands. “Here you go, Maggie. You can put it by the fireplace next to your other…treasures. It will be nice to have father around again now that he won’t be any trouble.”
Hugo grinned and let them take it. Then he moved to his father’s side. Remy, who was heavily bandaged, smiled proudly at his son, whispering something that only he could hear.
Sevain smiled, and Elyus motioned for Cyus to join them. “I think it’s been quite long enough, don’t you, brother?”
In that moment, Cyus seemed to grow a little taller. “Yes,” he said, and moved beside the other gods. Sevain gave him a welcoming pat on the shoulder.
Tobias coughed. “That’s all very nice, but what about me? If you’re finished tormenting, I’d like to be free.”
Elyus gave him a calculating look and some of the cat’s pretension seemed to fade. “Very well,” he said at last. “Your curse is done. Your torment past. Return to what you were. Remember what you learned.”
Tobias gave a little shiver. “Excelent! Well spoken, lord.” Then he turned, gave a little bow in Brinley’s direction, stuck his tongue out at Archibald, and vanished.
“Archibald.”
Archibald stepped forward gracefully and gave a deep, flourishing bow. He was in top form, but it would have been more impressive if he had his hat and his cane, and if his white gloves were not so torn and dirty with the grime of battle.
“You have done much,” Elyus said.
“And you have lost much,” Sevain continued. “You have gained your daughter, but you have lost your wife. Much of what you were born to do is now complete. You may leave, or you may stay. Our gift to you is the gift of choice.” Sevain gestured at the golden veil and they all turned to see Brinley’s mother appear on the other side of it. She held one hand up to the veil, palm open, and smiled at Archibald.
After a moment, she caught Brinley’s eye, and Brinley saw that she looked happy and whole once more.
“Oh!” Archibald exclaimed, and he rushed to the veil, holding his hand up next to hers. Just before he touched it, he hesitated, glancing back at Brinley.
“Lewilyn has missed you,” Sevain said quietly to Archibald, “but she will wait for you if you choose to stay.”
Archibald nodded slowly. “I do,” he said. He straightened his vest and then studied her face tenderly for a long moment. Finally, he returned to Brinley’s side.
“I’m glad you’re staying,” Brinley said, taking his hand. She meant it.
He squeezed hers in return, but said nothing. His eyes were full of tears.
“Benjamin Archer,” Elyus said, and Brinley’s father stepped forward. “You are not of this world. We said once that you could live here, but you have suffered much on your journey since then. We ask you once again if you would like to stay, or return to your home.”
“This is my home now,” Ben said without hesitation. “If you’ll have me,” he added.
Elyus nodded, and Ben stepped back.
The gods surveyed the little group one last time, then Sevain said, “You are the leaders of this land. Thus far, you have had to lead alone. Once, long ago, this land grew so evil that darkness overpowered light. This bridge was broken by that darkness, bred in the hearts of your own people, and personified in the works of a fallen wizard. Now the balance is restored. We will speak to you from time to time, if you will speak to us. We will guide you, if you want our guidance. It will not be easy to follow our counsel, but if you do, you will find great peace for yourselves, and for those whom you serve.” They clasped hands, and a golden light emanated from them, spreading down the bridge and filtering down over soldiers and children, mothers and sons, knights and farmers—the whole of Aberdeen, so that they relaxed, sharing the same, deep sigh that brought with it hope of a bright tomorrow.
Elyus turned to Hugo, Sevain to Brinley. “We will see you soon,” they whispered. Then the gods stepped back into the world from which they had come, leaving Hugo, Brinley, and Aberdeen forever changed.



Epilogue
In which there is a beginning and an end
Six months after the events in Ninebridge, Brinley stepped from a golden spiral staircase into what had become, with her return to Calypsis, the most used room in the Magemother’s palace: the kitchen.
It was the smell of bacon that had awakened her, and now she could hear it sizzling. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, detecting eggs and pancakes too.
“I’m telling you, you’ve added too much sugar,” Habis insisted stubbornly, dipping her finger in the pancake batter for what Brinley guessed was the tenth or twelfth time. Her father made the most delicious pancakes (the only pancakes in the world, probably, that had batter sweet enough to lick) and Habis had never forgiven him for getting her addicted.
“Just enough to make it safe to drink,” Ben mumbled under his breath, which caused Tabitha to snort with laughter from her bed.
Tabitha, against Brinley’s better judgement, had chosen the kitchen as her bedroom when she had moved back to Calypsis and the mages had taken up residence once more. “After all,” she had said, “that’s where all the most important things happen, so that’s where I should be. Otherwise, I might miss something.” It worked out all right in the end, as there was more than enough room to spare in the kitchen.
The space reminded Brinley of a painting that she had seen once of the hanging gardens of Babylon. It was a wide open space with floating stone basins full of flowers, and a five-foot-high fountain in the center that fed little circling streams of clear water around the rest of the room beneath transparent floor tiles. One end of the room was devoted to cooking and Tabitha’s bed, while the other held a long, formal dining table, which they rarely used. On the main side, two ovens were separated by a huge picture window that looked out on the glowing white sands and bright sky of Calypsis. Across from them stood a stove long enough to lie down on, and a long oval countertop that was often crowded with people.
Now that the war was over, Brinley had given several people permission to visit Calypsis. Habis was one of them, and she could often be found with Lignumis in his new, expanded rooftop garden, pointing out all the mistakes he was making with his plants and showing him how to do it “properly.” Archibald was often there as well, and Brinley was always pleased to see him. She still hadn’t begun to think of him as her “dad” and she knew she probably never would, but she had come to love him like a father. Today he was standing side by side with her other father, flipping the bacon while Ben scooped pancake batter onto the griddle.
“I think it could use a bit more sugar, actually,” Chantra cut in. She was writing in a journal at the bar, swinging one leg in time with the subtle music of the bacon.
“What?” Habis exclaimed. She took two more exploratory licks, and Chantra grinned.
“Good heavens!” Archibald exclaimed in mock surprise. “Where are our manners?” He snatched the bowl of batter from Ben and handed it to Habis along with large silver serving spoon. “There you go,” he said. “If you are that hungry then you might as well do it properly!”
They all laughed, and at that moment Lignumis entered the room carrying a tray of tiny green seedlings, which he set on the counter for Habis’s inspection. Habis, glad for the distraction, handed the batter back to Ben and began poking at the little plants.
Must you do that at the table? Brinley asked Lignumis, eyeing the bits of dirt that had already fallen out of the tray, but he was humming to himself, and the truth was that she didn’t care where Lignumis got dirt as long as he was happy again. It had taken several weeks before he was comfortable staying in his normal human shape for the entire day, and several more before he was what Brinley would call cheerful. But at long last, he seemed to have recovered from his time in the Panthion. Mostly (Once, when startled accidentally, he had transformed into a ficus, and for several hours they could not convince him to change back). As it turned out, he really had gone to the Wizard’s Ire to hide, and had hidden successfully for several years before being captured.
Brinley sat down at the counter beside them as Hugo entered the room. He waved to her, and they exchanged the same look that they did every day—friendship, warmth, shared experience, and a certain understanding of one another that they knew would keep them close forever. Then Hugo pulled up a chair beside Tabitha’s bed and held up a fist formally.
“Ooh, War Hands!” Tabitha said, holding out her own fist. “Rock, paper, scissors! Oh, rats. Rock crushes scissors.” She spoke the last words mournfully, but her eyes were bright with anticipation. Sure enough, as had become Hugo’s practice, he smashed her two fingers with his fist, and his hand burst into an explosion of light, causing tiny glittering splinters to fall to the floor.
Tabitha clapped her hands and then held up her fist. “Again!” she said, and Brinley shook her head. Tabitha’s life had never been the same since Hugo added special effects.
Brinley turned her attention to one of the wide open windows as a warm breeze picked up. Animus stepped out of the wind with Cannon beside him, and a red-breasted robin fluttered in on their heels and transformed into Belterras.
“Ah, pancakes,” Animus said. “I smelled them on the wind.”
“And eggs,” Cannon put in.
“And bacon!” Belterras added enthusiastically, rubbing his portly middle with relish. “I’ve had nothing but worms to eat since yesterday. But why are you cooking, Archibald? This party is in your honor! Stand aside! You can’t be expected to cook your own birthday breakfast.”
“Leave him be,” Animus said. “At his age a man prefers his birthdays to come and go quietly.”
“That’s right,” Chantra cut in. “Besides, it took him two whole minutes to get his cuffs rolled up the way he wanted.”
Archibald glanced sideways at her and frowned, but she ignored him. She tapped the white marble stool beside her. “Here, Belterras, sit by me.”
“If you insist,” Belterras said, pulling up the stool and settling in. “I say, where is Cassis? Late again? He’s always the last one to breakfast. Doesn’t have a proper respect for good food—I’ve always said it—either that or a stone has no sense of—ARGHHHH!”
The marble stool upon which Belterras had been seated suddenly erupted, tripling in size in the blink of an eye. As a result, Belterras was launched into the air, waving his arms wildly. Regaining his composure mid-flight, he changed into a bird and glided back to the floor just in time to see his barstool finish transforming into the Mage of Stone, who, along with Chantra, was laughing uproariously.
“He falls for it every time,” Chantra said through tears.
“I do not,” Belterras objected. “I am always perfectly aware of who and what I’m sitting on. I just thought it would be more fun to play along…for the sake of Archibald’s birthday.”
“Very generous of you,” Archibald said graciously, taking the last piece of bacon off the griddle. “And I do believe we are ready to eat.”
“Oh!” Tabitha exclaimed, leaping from her bed. “Oh! Cake first, Archibald. No, don’t argue. Brinley and I made it ourselves.” She pulled the cake out from beneath the counter and set it out. There were three long lines of candles stuck into the blue frosting.
Archibald eyed them critically.
“They’re all there,” Ben whispered.
“Ffforty-fffive,” Hugo coughed dramatically, while Cannon gave him a concerned pat on the back.
Archibald’s lip twitched in a grin.
“Chantra?” Tabitha said, and the candles burst into flame.
“On the count of three!” Tabitha said. She indicated that they should follow her lead, and they all chanted together. “One. Two. Three!”
Archibald took a deep breath, and just before he released it, the candles were snuffed out by a very brief, very accurate burst of wind.
“Cannon!” Tabitha scolded, shaking her finger across the counter at him.
“Sorry,” Cannon said. “Couldn’t resist.”
Chantra snapped her fingers and the candles burst into flame again. Archibald blew them out and they all clapped.
Before Archibald could take out a knife, Tabitha was sweeping the cake away. “Good! We can eat it later. Now it’s time for your present.”
Habis bustled around the counter importantly and drew a long, thin package out from an unused cupboard. “You had better appreciate this,” she muttered, glaring at Archibald. “It was even harder to make than the first one, and I expect you to take better care of it.” She handed it to Brinley, who rose and presented it to him. She kissed him on the cheek when she did, and whispered, “Happy birthday.”
“Open it quick, Archibald, before you get all emotional,” Cassis said, and Archibald tore off the lid.
He held up a long, slender cane with a polished black handle in the shape of a swan.
“That’s me!” Tabitha exclaimed, pointing out the swan. “And it has your initials.” She snatched it out of his hands and pointed them out. “And Brinley’s.”
“And her mother’s,” Archibald finished, tracing them with a finger.
“It does the same thing as the old one,” Habis assured him.
“And a bit more,” Chantra said.
“Quite a bit more,” Hugo agreed, flexing his fingers thoughtfully.
Archibald took the cane back and twirled it experimentally. Then he grinned, whipped it into his armpit smartly, and gave them a bow. “Thank you,” he said. “I do believe this has been the loveliest birthday celebration of my life.”
“And breakfast hasn’t even started yet,” Belterras added meaningfully.
“Too true,” Archibald agreed. “Dig in, everyone.”
And they did.
Brinley watched them eat. She loved just being with them on days like this. They had become her family, each and every one, and no matter how many times they got together, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was the luckiest person in the world. There had been hard times, to be sure. Very dark moments for many of them, but in the end, this was what mattered most: they were together.
When breakfast was over and they had all parted ways again, Brinley and Tabitha helped Ben clean up. The crowning jewel of Brinley’s new life was the fact that she got to see her father every day. He worked most days with Belterras or Lignumis, putting his experience as a forest ranger to work. He had a good eye for plants and animals and what they needed. When he wasn’t helping them, he was picking up new skills or working as a handyman in Caraway. But they spent every morning and every night together, and some days, like today, he threw his plans to the side and accompanied Brinley and Tabitha on their adventures.
“Where are we going today?” he asked, his hand making a slow circle in the dishwater.
“To see Kuzo,” Tabitha said. “I promised I would bring him something from the party.” She held up a basket full of cake and bacon for his inspection.
“I don’t know why he didn’t come,” Ben said. “The window’s big enough to get his head through, for sure. He’s done it before.”
Tabitha sighed. “He says he doesn’t like closed spaces.”
“Ah,” Ben said. “That makes sense.” He turned back to Tabitha. “Where are we going after that?”
“Well,” Her cheeks going slightly pink. “I was thinking that today might be a nice day to check on the nymph kingdom. Maybe visit Fitz.”
Ben glanced at Brinley out of the corner of his eye and grinned mischievously. “Even though you visited him yesterday?”
“And the day before?” Brinley added.
Tabitha’s face was completely red now. “Oh, leave me alone, you two. I can have a friend, can’t I?”
“Of course you can.” Brinley chuckled. “In fact, I was hoping that you wanted to go there today. There is something that I want to talk about with him.”
“With Fitz?” Tabitha asked, glad for the change of topic. “What?”
“Well, we need a new Mage of Water. I’ve been watching Fitz for a while now, and I think he’s the one.”
Tabitha’s eyes went wide. Her mouth dropped open. “You mean…” she began, but she couldn’t finish.
“Yes,” Brinley said, nodding slowly. “Fitz is going to be the new Mage of Water.”
Ben cleared his throat. “Of course, that would mean that he would have to come and stay with us on Calypsis…”
Tabitha’s mouth snapped shut and she became suddenly businesslike. “Of course he will. Yes. Right. Fitz here…Mage of Water…Most natural thing in the world…of course, he’ll need a good room. Unda’s old one won’t do. He’ll need something new. Something him.”
“Something closer to the kitchen?” Ben added, and Brinley burst into laughter at the look of astonishment on Tabitha’s face.
“Come on, then,” Brinley said, taking the basket into her arms. “We have a big day ahead of us.”
Tabitha changed into a large black swan—larger than normal, since she had to carry Ben as well—and they climbed onto her back.
They sailed out of the kitchen window, and Tabitha climbed into the sky, pointing herself in the direction of Kuzo’s new home.
Ben’s hand sneaked around Brinley and opened the lid of the basket. He slipped out a piece of bacon.
“Never steal food from a dragon,” he whispered a second later through a mouthful.
“Especially bacon,” she agreed.
“Especially bacon,” he echoed. “Just like I always told you when you were little.”
They laughed, and Brinley thought back to the girl that she had been when she had first heard the bell ring at Morley Church. It was not so long ago, she thought, and she was not much bigger. In some ways she felt different. In some ways she had truly changed. But mostly she just felt older, as if the same shy, imaginative child that she had always known herself to be had been caught up in a whirlwind of experiences that were trying to turn her into a grown-up. There were so many people that she cared for now. So many lives that she was responsible for, in her way. Once that had seemed like a heavy thing. Now it was simple. It was joy. It was day after endless day in a magical land, surrounded by friends, with nothing to worry about but caring for the people she loved the most.
The little girl she had once been had never dared dream of a future so bright, so full, but here it was before her. Soon today would be over, and then tomorrow and her future would become her past. Who knew what dangers the future held? What adventures, what magic, what love?
She thought of Tabitha and Fitz, and then of Hugo. She reached out with her mind and brushed the minds of the mages, feeling her heart swell in different places with each touch. She lingered on Hugo, and he entered her mind. As had become their practice, she shared the thoughts of the morning with him, and then listened as he shared his.
A familiar warmth spread through her. It came from the place in her heart where his soul was anchored. It was different with him than it was with the other mages. Maybe it was because she had been through more with him, or because he cared for her differently than the others did—she wasn’t sure. This much she was sure of: this was what it meant to be alive. This was what it meant to be a woman, a mother. Her heart had become a home for the people that she loved. This is what it meant to be alive.
“Look at that!” her father said, pointing ahead of them.
They had risen over a crest of white sandy hills, and the sun was glinting off the surface of a clear lake. Beyond the horizon, Aberdeen glistened like a blue jewel in the morning light. She felt the mages there, even from this distance. Animus repairing damage from a storm in a little village on the coast. Belterras helping a mother bear search for her cub, which had wandered away for the third time this week. Cassis teaching Chantra to keep her mind as still as a stone as they snuck up on Lignumis, who was working in a school garden. Hugo sitting at council with his father. Even now, Hugo heard his father’s words and Brinley’s thoughts, and the thoughts and needs and dreams of every soul in Aberdeen. She didn’t allow herself to experience all that. It was too dizzying, and it was his business. It was enough for her to know that he was there, to feel his life, and the life of the others, coursing through her.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” her father asked.
“Yes,” she said, closing her eyes in the warmth of the light. “It is.”
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People and Places
Aberdeen The lands under the rule of King Remy, consisting of the countries of Caraway, Aquilar, Hedgemon, Chair, and the Greggan States.
Agner A Teacher at the Magisterium.
Archibald The most trusted advisor to the King of Caraway.
Animus The Mage of Wind.
Aquilar A Country in Aberdeen.
Belterras The Mage of Earth.
Brinley The main character. If you don't know who she is, you should probably just start over.
Calypsis The moon of Aberdeen. The location of the Magemother’s castle.
Cannon The Apprentice of Animus.
Captain Mark The Captain of the King’s Guard in Caraway.
Caraway The most powerful country in Aberdeen. The king of Caraway is also the King of Aberdeen.
Cassis The Mage of Metal.
Chair A country in Aberdeen.
Chantra The Mage of Fire.
Cyus An exiled god. He lives in Inveress and serves as the scribe of the world.
Dean Chambers Dean of the Magisterium.
Denmyn School counselor at the Magisterium.
Fall Hallows A large trade center in Ninebridge.
Fitz The prince of the underwater nymph kingdom.
Gadjihalt Chief servant of Shael; the commander of his armies.
Greggan States Ganna, Garra, Galla, Gappa, Gassa, Gatta. Together, they form one of the five countries in Aberdeen.
Habis One of the oldest and most powerful witches in Aberdeen. Sister to March, and daughter of Shael.
Hedgemon A country in the north of Aberdeen.
Hugo Paradise The Prince of Caraway, and heir to the thrones of Caraway and Aberdeen. Son of Remy Paradise.
Idris A type of evil giant that can take the form of a child.
Inveress A magical realm beneath Aberdeen.
Janrax An evil shapeshifter. Formerly the wizard Maazan Dow.
Kokum The witches village. Located in the Moorwood, near Cemlin.
Kutha A giant owl. Evil creature that serves Shael.
Kuzo The last dragon of Aberdeen.
Lake of Eyes A lake in Pine Forest, close to Tarwal.
Lashé A prisoner in the panthion.
Lewilyn Brinley's mother, and the previous Magemother.
Lignumis The Mage of Wood.
Lux Tennebris The dark half of the Mage of Light and Darkness. Hugo's nemesis/alter ego.
Magemother The guardian of the mages.
Maggie An eccentric friend of Brinley and Tabitha.
Magisterium The ancient school of wizards. Located in Tarwal.
March a.k.a. The March Witch. One of the oldest and most powerful witches in Aberdeen. Sister to Habis, and daughter of Shael.
Moorwood A forest in Aquilar.
Morley A ghost town near Brinley’s home in Colorado.
Ninebridge An important city in Caraway. The location of the nine magical bridges that lead to major cities in Aberdeen.
Panthion A magical prison box.
Peridot The Magemother’s Herald. Peridot is a Laurel, or winged lion.
Pike March’s servant/muscle.
Pilfer Archibald’s pony.
Pine Forest A large forest in the South of Caraway.
Remy Paradise The King of Caraway, and the High King of Aberdeen.
Rift A deep, magical gorge or canyon that separates Aberdeen from the Wizard’s Ire.
Shael An evil wizard of ancient date who was confined to the Wizard’s Ire.
Swelter Cat A magical cat. The servant of Cyus.
Tabitha Brinley’s friend. The bird girl at the Magisterim.
Taluva The first Mage of Light and Darkness.
Tarwal A city in the south of Caraway. Location of the Magisterium.
Thieutukar Manisse a.k.a. Tuck. The King of the Gnomes.
Tobias See Swelter Cat.
Unda The Mage of Water.
Void A place of emptiness. Generally, it separates different worlds.
Wizard’s Ire This is the nasty bad place where Shael, and other evil creatures are imprisoned. It is separated from the rest of Aberdeen by a deep, impassable canyon.
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