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      I always imagined battlefields as gloomy, barren shores stripped of joy and life. The dark images I conjured while doing online history lessons were probably inspired by tragically artistic movies. In truth, nature didn’t change its patterns for something as trivial as a battle. Oceans rolled sparkling waves into white sands with perfect regularity. The sun still shone, and the breeze still blew—even on the days giant sea serpents slithered out of emerald waves with the singular purpose of killing you.

      Which resulted in the sad fact that I had no time to enjoy the spectacular scenery of Fourth Earth. No designer sunglasses or cute bikinis for me. Only flexible, mesh armor and magical weaponry. No soaking in some rays and pretending to be a normal teenager. I fought for my life and the lives of the whole universe.

      The sea monster carved a serpentine trail in the sand, barreling at me. I triggered the clockwork mechanism in my thick bracer, and the curved, silver metal of my crossbow sprang into place. On the taut, steel cord, I formed a shaft of solid light from my somewhat depleted ocean of magic. The serpent roared, and I shot the shaft through its soft palette—right into its brain.

      I never missed. My magical gift of truth gave me perfect aim. The serpent’s eyes widened in a brief flare of pain, then the spark of life winked out. The muddy-green serpent fell. Its mouth hung slack, and its fangs stabbed into the sand inches from my boots. Its lidless eyes froze in the blank, glazed stare of a dead fish.

      No more monsters rose in the waves behind it, so I sunk onto the sand too. I splayed out on my back to catch my breath.

      “Agnes,” I heard near my ear.

      It was Temnon—prince of First Earth and my totally awesome boyfriend. Golden magic carried his voice telepathically to my helmet. My hot, stuffy helmet.

      I pushed it away from my head, and a cool breeze blew a strand of my white hair into my eyes. It had grown long enough that I needed a haircut. Unless things changed, I’d have to cut it myself with a knife or something.

      “Agnes, you there?”

      I took a deep breath and sighed out, “Yes. Sorry, Tem. Tired.”

      “Report?”

      I let gravity turn my head to the right. Fine sand coated my scarred face, but I didn’t care. No enemies to the west. On my left, Lumi’s snow leopard fangs chomped a claw off an oversized lobster. My sciftan friend didn’t like getting her fur ruffled, so she shifted into her huge stone cat form and swiped her claws deep into the lobster’s carapace shell.

      Lumi didn’t get much of a childhood hanging out with me, but she had achieved some advanced and somewhat scary feline forms. Shifting to an upgraded helcat and walking stone statue was unheard of for a sciftan kitten barely over a year old.

      With the lobster dead, Lumi dragged her feet over to me and shrank into a gray-and-white-striped housecat.

      “Done,” she reported to me.

      I scratched her ears and passed the news to Temnon. “No more enemies. Beach is empty.”

      Wait. Why was the beach empty? Our enemies were dead, but where were all our troops?

      “Where is everyone?” I asked Temnon.

      Before Temnon answered, a distant group of soldiers dressed in the same gray armor as me disappeared in a flash of blue light. They transported to a new location.

      I frowned. “Please tell me everyone is transporting to Rein’s palace for some food and a week of sleep.”

      “Rein’s palace, yes,” Temnon said, “but not for food or sleep. Rein’s aquatic spies say Suelta is heading to the Lorelai Atoll.”

      Crap. Attacking every settlement along the coast wasn’t enough for her? Now she attacked the sirens’ stronghold? Her own clan’s home territory? She had never made a move this bold.

      I knew she was determined to kill her son, Temnon’s childhood friend Rein. I barely saved Rein’s life the last time I saw her in person. Suelta’s sanity cracked beyond repair when she stabbed her loving, human husband in the heart and attempted to murder Rein in a pathetic effort to retain control. At least her sister sirens finally saw her for what she was, a despotic witch. They booted her and voted Rein in as their new leader. They served him with loyalty and pride, and I’d grown to respect each of them. Now they were being attacked by their former queen. I had to help no matter how tired I was.

      A jolt of neuropathy pain stabbed in my thigh, and my leg jumped. I patted the spasming muscle and wished for the jillionth time the damaged nerves could be healed. I wasn’t that lucky.

      I dragged myself to my feet. “Coming now, Tem,” I said into my dangling helmet.

      “See you soon. Careful on re-entry.”

      Lumi yowled and flopped onto her side. “Don’t make me transport again so soon. I’m still nauseous from last time.” Her tail twitched with irritation, and she scratched her claws through the sand. “Stupid Fourth Earth and its stupid, thick atmosphere. Can’t we just fly?”

      Poor Lumi. She might be an able warrior, but no matter what feline form she took, she was still a cat and way overdue for a catnap.

      I grabbed my helmet and brushed the sand from my lacey scars. I let some truth magic radiate from me to soothe my exhausted friend. My light reflected off her white stripes, and the warmth in my face soothed me as well.

      Lumi knew flying took too long. She knew the battle would be over before we got there. She also knew just as well as I did that Suelta took full advantage of our disadvantage.

      “Ready, Lumi?”

      Still growling deep in her throat, she stood.

      I focused hard on Rein’s palace. I’d been there before so that made it a little easier. I let my magic travel eastward. The ring of islands lay far from the mainland in the green waters of the Praedis Ocean that covered Fourth Earth’s temperate north pole. I released my transportation spell, and my vision blurred. The sea serpent’s carcass melted into watered down lines and patches of green. My skull groaned under the vice-like weight of Fourth Earth’s atmosphere. Nausea squeezed my stomach, and I dry heaved into the space between places.

      Gray swirls surrounded me as I felt my body settle over my feet and materialize. Dizzy, disoriented, and massively nauseous, I lifted my arm out of habit and triggered my crossbow. No enemies charged me. My latest battlefield seemed to be a landscape made of gray blurs. A drop of blue transportation light blended into the mist swirling around my arm before I finally understood.

      My vision wasn’t going to clear. I stood in a bank of fog. The heaviest I’d ever seen. It trembled with silence and fear.

      Huh. This was different.

      “Lumi?” I whispered.

      The sad, guttural cough of a cat hacking up a hairball drifted up from my feet. Where were Temnon and the troops? Of all my battles on Fourth Earth over the last months, none were quiet. My shoulders tightened and fight or flight crept in, urgently pushing out my better judgement.

      Sand crunched beneath armored boots as two figures outlined by the heavy fog hurried near me with urgent, unsure steps. I barely saw the ground beneath the transportation safety platform. For all I knew, I stood over an empty pit, or a trap. I jabbed one boot into relatively solid sand before jumping off the platform and pointing my crossbow at the approaching figures. Lumi sniffed the air and sneezed.

      “Over here, General,” she growled quietly.

      Oops. I swallowed down my fear. No use getting worked up over an ally.

      The crunching boots corrected their direction until I made out the shrewd face of General Chattaway. She led the troops sent by Temnon’s uncle, Odric Odonata, high king of First Earth. Normally effective and efficient in war, Chattaway and the soldiers from First Earth suffered from transportation sickness just like me. It’s hard to fight when you’re afraid to vomit because you can’t tell which way is down.

      General Chattaway’s damp salt-and-pepper hair hung heavy in her face as she examined the nicked blade of her elemental sword.

      “Any magic left?” she asked me.

      Only a faint shimmer of golden magic coated the steel blade. As a truth wizard, I could see magic. Every other living being saw only the effect of a spell, not the magic that fueled it. The general had about three hits before the fire enchantment on her sword wore out.

      “Enchantment’s nearly faded,” I told her, “and the steel blade needs sharpening.”

      “Fulcrum above,” she whispered to me. “We aren’t ready for this attack, Arch Mage.”

      “What else is new?” I asked, my sarcasm stoked by exhaustion.

      “Fair point.”

      Chattaway cast an experienced eye over the fog. I followed her gaze and made out the blurred shadows of our regiment moving like ghosts in the wet mist.

      She sheathed her sword and said, “Suelta’s random jabs come too fast to get help from allied planets. Our soldiers are sick from transporting through this blasted atmosphere. Without more effective travel and local weapons and food, we’re finished.” She turned behind her. “Coralis, any ideas?”

      From the fog emerged the siren Coralis. Rein’s second-in-command smoothed her floating, green hair into a long ponytail. With a few quick twists, she tied it into a knot to keep it out of her face. A native of this planet, she wasn’t affected by transporting through the thick atmosphere. The locals had a different problem. Their magic was disappearing.

      Her beautiful, young face showed a pattern of blue scales near her temples—a sign of her failing reality. Siren song changed reality, and since the base form of a siren was a hideous type of mermaid, sirens used their song to create an appealing physical form. Generally, they preferred gorgeous women with blue skin and floating, green hair. Without adequate magic, her base form leaked through her altered reality.

      Coralis answered the general’s question thoughtfully, “Our king, er, chief—as he now prefers to be called—has trade agreements with the tomte. We’ve put in orders for food and ore, but the tomte haven’t responded with their usual dependability.”

      “What’s the problem?” Chattaway asked. “We’re barely holding out here.”

      “The tomte fight amongst themselves,” Coralis spat with disgust.

      “Holy cuss,” I grumbled. “How am I supposed to unite the tribes of Fourth Earth when a single species can’t get along?”

      I cut off my reaction before it grew into a rant. Rants were unprofessional, but my anger grew inside me. After months of trying, we couldn’t even get the land tribes together to defend against the immediate threat of Suelta and her sea clans. I bit my lip. Suelta was nothing more than a hindrance. A distraction. With my team and I engaged in these stupid skirmishes, we couldn’t focus on the big picture.

      The Overlord of Demonkind, superpowered genie, and all-around jerkface, Sharir.

      According to the Seer’s prophecy, I had to accomplish four tasks before achieving the possibility of defeating the powerful genie. With help, I somehow managed to accomplish two of the four tasks specified by the Seer’s prophecy. On First Earth, I prevented the illusionist Vi Lorina from invading the Jent Path with a demon army, which satisfied the first task. Nobody could figure out the vague symbolism of the second task, so we skipped it and moved on. The third task involved preventing Regent Menneth’s death and stopping Pyranathos from taking over Third Earth with a ring of dragon radicals. I’d been working on the fourth task for ages, but uniting the warring clans of Fourth Earth was near impossible.

      Stupid Sharir. I was losing faith in the Seer’s prophecy. Maybe the Seer had been right so far, but uniting the tribes of Fourth Earth? Even with the prodigious efforts of King Odric and other planets, the citizens of Fourth Earth refused our best diplomats and stubbornly clung to their own immediate interests. The universe was doomed.

      Lumi growled in irritation. “Tomte. Selfish, shortsighted, little toe-lickers. Maybe I’ll go eat a few. I’m hungry enough to eat the next thing that moves.”

      My stomach grumbled in total agreement. How long had it been since Ms. Chippy heaped food on a plate and told me I was too skinny? Chattaway smirked at me when my gurgling stomach rudely interrupted our discussion.

      “Wow. That was really loud,” I said, embarrassed.

      “It’s the mist,” Chattaway explained. “Sound travels faster and farther through water than air. It makes it hard to judge the enemy’s position. Suelta probably drummed up the weather with her siren song to confuse us.”

      “Yes, Madam General,” agreed Coralis. “This mist is without question our former queen altering reality.”

      Chattaway didn’t bother asking me about the weather because I couldn’t see siren magic. They didn’t use magic—they were magic. Their song changed reality. Pretty cool, but I wondered about the current magic shortage. How would it affect the sirens physically? If they were magic, would they regress until they reached their base form? But their base form was also magic. So, would they just keep deteriorating until they vanished? That would suck.

      A stream of golden magic lit General Chattaway’s military insignia with an official communication.

      “General,” a voice said. “Unit Beta has arrived from First Earth.” Retching and coughing caused the voice to say no more.

      “Don’t you even think of vomiting, Lieutenant,” Chattaway hissed. “We don’t have any food to replace what you throw up.”

      “We brought some from—”

      More retching sounds. Food was pointless when you couldn’t keep it down. Irritated, Chattaway yanked her scabbard straps tighter. I wasn’t the only one who’d lost weight. She turned from us to address her unfortunate subordinate.

      Coralis unsheathed her weapon, a staff bearing hooked blades at both ends. It wavered insubstantially in the dim light. She sang to it, her soft siren song haunting, intense, and full of mystical power. Gradually, the staff solidified. She twirled it and stabbed one end deep into the beach.

      “Coralis,” I said, trying to peer through the fog, “doesn’t it take a lot of magic to alter the weather?”

      “It does.”

      “Then how...?” I asked.

      Coralis breathed heavily. Her confused sigh mixed into the swirling mist. “Our power is waning, while Suelta grows stronger. If we knew why, Miss Agnes, perhaps we sirens would be a help to your cause rather than a burden.”

      From the mist, a rustle reached my ears. Instinct dropped me into a fighting stance, and I jabbed my crossbow to the right. Coralis pointed her weapon to the left. Full of adrenaline-fueled fear, I waited for an attack.

      Lumi sniffed the air. “Nothing there.”

      Coralis and I were both wrong. Neither of us pinpointed where the rustle originated.

      “I prefer enemies I can see,” I said.

      “Indeed,” Coralis agreed. “This fog is unnerving.”

      That was one word for it. Stressful was another. I thought of a bunch more words, including a slew of very inappropriate street slang I learned from YouTube videos.

      Chattaway returned and walked right into Coralis’s drawn weapon. The siren pulled it away just as the blade connected with Chattaway’s armor.

      “What the—” Chattaway grabbed the hilt of her sword, then stopped, staring in surprise at Coralis.

      “Are you injured?” Coralis asked, horrified by the mistake.

      “Blasted fog. I didn’t see you.” Chattaway inspected her armor. “No damage, which means your blade is dull.”

      “I can’t sing it into full reality.” Coralis hung her head in shame.

      “It was real before,” Chattaway said. “Once reality is changed, doesn’t it stay that way?”

      “Normally, but not anymore.” The siren clenched her hands on the staff. “Now our completed spells lose coherency after time. Even the palace sung into reality by Chief Rein wavers.”

      Lumi huffed. “The sirens were our best hope of holding back Suelta. Without them, the land tribes lose the advantage. Think she planned it this way?”

      “I don’t see how,” I said.

      Honestly, I already wondered if Suelta’s insanely effective strategies were beyond her abilities. Months ago, I asked my gift of truth if she acted on Sharir’s orders. He was more than capable of plotting wars. However, I felt no clear answer. Trust the Master of Time and Space to avoid alerting my truth. If he was involved, that is.

      A strange, high-pitched call carried by the mist made Lumi spring to her feet, growling.

      Startled by the call and Lumi’s reaction, we all raised our weapons. No enemies burst from the fog. I breathed deeply and forced my stress to melt into the sand. Letting myself get carried away by fear only sapped what strength I had and made it harder to survive.

      Lumi spun around, nose sniffing, and said, “Here, Tem.”

      From the mist, Prince Temnon of First Earth emerged. The heavy fog matched the grayness of his face. He hadn’t been himself since his grandfather’s death. Temnon stood next to me and linked his fingers with mine. My heart relaxed.

      “I found you, glowbug,” he whispered to me. “Better turn off your light.”

      I still radiated light to soothe Lumi. Oops. I didn’t need my glowing scars leading the enemy right to me.

      Temnon turned to Chattaway and reported, “The defensive line around Rein’s palace is set, but it won’t hold for long.”

      “Where’s Grimmal?” I asked.

      Lumi’s father, Grimmal, often took off when he felt like it, but never during a battle. He kept Temnon safe the same way Lumi protected me.

      “He’s backing the sirens at the palace’s east gate,” Temnon said. “All the gates are covered, but if Suelta attacks before we get more support, we’ll lose the palace and the whole Lorelei Atoll.”

      Terrible news.

      Coralis paled, but her black eyes remained fierce. “It’s only a ring of islands.”

      The lie triggered my gift of truth, and a slight jitter raced up my spine. The atoll was more than a ring of islands. It was the sacred home of the siren clan since the dawn of their existence and critical to our military defense. It sat on the edge of an undersea cliff that kept the worst of Fourth Earth’s krackens in the deep oceans and away from the shallower waters bordering the land tribes. Losing it would be devastating.

      Chattaway cursed. “Suelta has more military chops than I gave her credit for. We trounced her so soundly in the initial battles, but this quick-attack strategy of hers is more of a slow-bleed siege than a typical war. I didn’t anticipate the long-term effects.”

      “No one did,” Temnon said dryly. “Rein says he’ll fight to the last siren, but even his magic is strained.”

      No magic, no supplies, no local support, and worn-out, nauseous soldiers. Yeah, we were screwed.

      “Arch Mage?” Chattaway turned to me. “Any more of those exploding science eggs?”

      I told her before they were called grenades. I reminded myself once again that my planet, Second Earth, had been cut off from the other worlds for thousands of years. Our everyday inventions were beyond foreign to them.

      I dug into the canvas bag Kymm and Colucci gave me last time I was in DC. Trying to help me fulfill the prophecy, they stuffed the bag to the brim months ago, but it now hung limp and deflated at my side. I felt around the bottom of the bag, pushed aside the smooth silver rattle, and retrieved one of my last few grenades.

      “Only four left.” I handed it to Chattaway. “After today, unless I can go home and resupply, I’m officially out of science eggs, flashing bursts, and crying smoke. Even my trusty taser is dead.”

      “This will have to do.” Chattaway latched the grenade to her scabbard strap and turned away to receive another telepathic report. “Get those barricades up, soldier. You can pass out on your own time.”

      My stomach grumbled again. Temnon squeezed my fingers and spoke to Coralis.

      “Rein is asking for the arch mage. I’ll deliver her to the palace, then return to support you. Suelta is using the mist to cover her approach. She may attack here and try to flank the palace.”

      “As you say.” Coralis stuck her staff in the sand and strapped on her helmet.

      Temnon pulled me inland, his sword out and ready for attack. Lumi stalked warily behind us. Soon the crunch of the sand faded, and solid rock supported my armored boots. Temnon bent and scooped up a loose stone.

      “My dad sent new supplies,” he said to me, examining the rock. “Not that anyone can eat with their stomachs heaving. How are you holding up?”

      I gave him a half-smile. “Well enough. I’m more worried about the regiments. I’m used to being sick and weak, but they aren’t.”

      “No one should have to fight in these conditions.”

      He set the rock on the nicked edge of his sword, and his golden matter shaping magic sluggishly trickled across the smooth surface. He meant to shift the stone’s matter into steel and repair his sword, but the rock bent and flattened, then sprang back into its original shape. What the heck? Sweat burst out on Temnon’s forehead, and he stopped walking. With increased focus, his magic forced the elements of the stone to shape into steel and reinforce his weapon.

      Panting slightly, he reached into a pouch near his scabbard and pulled out some wilted, pale-green leaves.

      “Lanorian mint, from my mom.” He gave me half of the leaves and wiped sweat from his brow. “It’s bitter but full of nutrients and good for transportation sickness.”

      I was too startled by Temnon’s sluggish magic to take the leaves at first.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      He didn’t meet my gaze but chewed slowly and stared straight ahead. This wasn’t the first time I saw him struggle to shape matter. I almost asked him about it but decided not to push the issue. He had enough on his mind right now.

      “Want some, Lumi?” I held out a few mint leaves.

      “Sciftans do not eat green,” she huffed, insulted.

      I wiggled a leaf, trying to make it look like a mouse. “Not even if it’s moving?”

      “Not even if it begged for its life.”

      I flicked my wrist and tossed the leaf past her face. Her hunger-fueled hunter’s instinct took over, and she clamped her fangs on it before thinking.

      I chuckled softly as she gagged on her first vegetarian meal.

      “You tricked me,” she complained, swallowing more than she managed to spit out.

      “It’s good for you. Even mighty sciftan hunters get transportation sickness.”

      Lumi didn’t answer but froze, head down, ears intently listening. The water-saturated fog carried an eerie whisper to us.

      “Tem.” I grabbed his wrist.

      He followed my gaze and saw Lumi crouching, muscles bunched. He lifted his sword and cursed. “What is that sound?”

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. “Suelta’s sea creatures sneaking up on us?”

      Temnon swung his blade behind him. “In this fog they could be three feet in front of us, and we’d never see them. If they’re here, we aren’t ready. Urcha’s south flank isn’t set yet.”

      “And half of Chattaway’s troops are still vomiting,” I added.

      Lumi’s silver eyes narrowed. “Suelta won’t wait. Her sea monsters will swim up and eat us before we’re ready. I’d take that advantage if I had it.”

      “Lumi.” Temnon took off in a wary run toward the center of the island. “Can you hear where they are?”

      Lumi slipped between my legs and grew big enough to carry me. “The mist is throwing the sound,” she replied. “I can’t trust my own senses.”

      Temnon acknowledged her with a grunt and hurried over the rocks, absorbing the impact of his boots to minimize the noise. Lumi stalked uphill, making me lean forward. Thick walls of stone, iron, and jade found their shape behind the mist—the palace of the siren clan.

      Suelta’s former palace had rested far below the ocean in the wall of the cliff, hidden from the rest of Fourth Earth. When Rein took over, he used his siren magic to sing a new palace into existence. A tall, stately structure that blended with the green ocean and the natural rock of the Lorelai Atoll, placed where all the tribes of Fourth Earth could see it. It was his way of trying to change the negative reputation of the siren clan and be more involved with politics.

      We approached the gate guarded by several siren women. Though young and beautiful, I saw hints of their hideous base form leaking through their waning reality magic. They pointed their fading weapons at us.

      “Arms down,” Temnon said. “We’re on your side.”

      The sirens stood down from their aggressive postures, and one with stringy hair fiddled with the heavy gate.

      Beneath my legs, Lumi bent her legs and spread her paws, ready to spring in any direction. Her tail switched and her ears swiveled. A threatening hiss escaped her lungs.

      “Arms back up,” Lumi told the siren soldiers. “I hear the enemy. I think. And why does it smell like garbage?”

      Crossbow cocked, I waited for an attack. With the fog so thick, I saw nothing. Within the silence, the soft rustling of a million leaves filled the air. No splashing? No roars of sea serpents or slap of fleshy tentacles? No poison barbs or toxic jellyfish flung from slingshots? What kind of battle was this?

      The nearest siren gripped her fading spear and snarled, revealing pointed teeth. “I do not recognize this sound.”

      With nervous hands clutching our weapons, we stared into the mist. Practically blinded by the gray swirls, my hearing upgraded to hyper-awareness. The rustle grew louder. A ring of metal on metal clanged through the mist. A single, sinister cackle bounced from every direction.

      The creeping fear I’d been able to control up until now shuddered in my lungs. “Was that Suelta?” I asked the siren.

      Her black, liquid eyes widened. “I cannot be certain,” she said. “I think not, but—”

      A loud yell of panic and pain cried out behind me. It seemed to rise, and the fearful yell ricocheted against the jade walls of Rein’s palace, surrounding us in the moment of terror.

      “Help me!” the cry implored. “No! Noooo!”

      It ended with a sandy whump. What in high holy Hannah did Suelta throw at us?

      I heard someone’s boots running on stone inside the gate, and the siren hauled it open. Rein’s green-tinted, black hair and olive skin appeared from the mist inside the courtyard.

      “Take cover!” he bellowed at us and beyond. “Quickly! Get out of the open!”

      Two more screams sounded. Rein dashed past us toward the beach, an elemental sword of hardened water held aloft. Temnon’s blue eyes scanned for attackers, and Lumi growled in frustration. My hand flew out, but once again, I had nothing to target.

      Rein vanished into the mist, shouting toward the beach. “Weapons up! Point them up!”

      Temnon repeated the instructions into his military insignia, relaying the order to all the First Earth troops. Alarmed shouts broke out all over the beach, interrupted by panicked yells rising into the air. The sirens lifted their spears to the sky, but a hair too late.

      A pair of talons snatched me from Lumi’s back and the next scream I heard rising into the air was my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Me Against the Horde

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sharp, pointed talons scraped across my impenetrable armor and carried me upward. What grabbed me? Above me, skinny, bird-of-prey legs extended from a belly of greasy feathers. A sickening stench of rot and filth hit me like a war hammer, and I clamped a hand over my mouth. Beating wings blew the stench between my fingers and triggered my gag reflex. I didn’t recognize this monster.

      “Agnes!” Lumi’s anguished cry sounded far below me. “Temnon! Harpies! They have Agnes!”

      Harpies? Crap. Rein told me horror stories about them. They lived in cliffs at the edge of the sea, scavenging and murdering in small groups. How did Suelta convince her enemies to fight for her? Judging by the furious drone of beating wings, there were a lot more of them than a typical raid. They didn’t even sound like birds, more like a torrent of rain.

      I wished I’d pulled on my helmet when I had the chance. My armor protected me from the piercing talons, but if this thing dropped me, I’d die from a broken neck. I coated myself with a light shield and slowly expanded it to pry the talons open, hoping my shield would protect me from the fall.

      A great, ripping tear made me stop. Drat it all. I forgot to include my canvas bag in the light shield. The bag tore as my light shield forced the talon piercing it away from me. A grenade spilled through the tear and tumbled into the sky. Another harpy, cackling with glee, darted from the mist and snatched the grenade in grasping claws.

      I released the light shield and awkwardly reached around the talons, trying to close the tear, but the second grenade shook loose. Again, it was snatched up by a feathered foe. Grasping at the canvas bag, l lifted it up as my last grenade rolled through the tear. With reflexes sharpened by months of battles, I caught it before it fell.

      But catching it was a mistake. With my hand full of grenade, I missed my opportunity to save the shimmering, silver rattle that immediately followed. I dropped the grenade and swiped at the rattle, but to no avail. I watched in horror as the magical home of my genie friend was snatched up by greedy talons, and beating wings disappeared into the thick fog.

      “Kinza,” I shouted. “Oh no! Kinza!”

      I raised my arm, and my truth magic raced into my crossbow, cocking it and fitting a light shaft arrow into the groove.

      “You disgusting smell-sacks,” I yelled. “Now you made me mad.”

      The harpy carrying me bent down her head to laugh. I hiccupped in surprise. Her face was human. The chalky skin and lavender eyes outlined by delicate feathers might be attractive if not for the bloodthirsty leer and awful stench. I cut her frenzied cackle short by aiming my crossbow between her eyes. The realization of her imminent death replaced her murderous delight.

      “Drop me, or you’re dead.” I gave her a chance.

      She responded by inhaling loudly. Green vapor collected in her open mouth. Before she could exhale her death breath on me, I shot the light shaft into her face and her talons went slack.

      “Rotten pigeon,” I muttered, falling.

      I kicked her gross carcass away from me and made myself glow. Not even the heavy mist could hide my light of truth. I telepathically sought out Lumi’s mind, and even in the mist, I found her familiar mind close by. She must have shifted into a winged form and chased after the harpy that snatched me.

      Lumi, I’m falling, I said telepathically. Look for my light and get below me.

      Surrounded by grasping talons and beating wings, I shot two more harpies trying to wrap me in their talons. Greasy wings buffeted me from every side. With so many harpies trying to recapture me, it might be difficult for Lumi to get close. I shot a shaft into another chalky face building up green death breath, acutely aware of the seconds ticking by.

      “Lumi,” I called, worried the ground might catch me before she did.

      “Below you,” she yowled back.

      I started forming a light shield—just in case—when a glimmer of silver shone from between a clenched bird foot buzzing past. I whipped up my crossbow and aimed it at the retreating harpy, releasing the shaft and willing it to encircle the silver rattle.

      Light shield forgotten, I hit Lumi’s furry back hard enough to crack my jaw on her shoulder blade, and stars filled the darkening mist.

      Lumi yelped in pain, and I felt her feathered wings fighting to stay upright after my impact. A few seconds later, her legs and paws scratched into the sandy beach as she managed to avoid a crash landing. I tasted blood and felt my lip swell as I rolled off her back onto the sand.

      “Ouch. You okay?” I asked, groaning.

      “Yes,” she replied. “You’re not heavy enough to do permanent damage.”

      I telepathically searched for Temnon, but I couldn’t feel him nearby.

      “Agnes?” I heard a concerned male voice call from the mist. “Are you dead?”

      It sounded like Rein.

      “Not entirely,” I answered, happy for help but wishing it was Temnon.

      “Keep glowing. I’m almost there.”

      A clash of metal and a few shrieking death cries later, sand sprayed as Rein slid to his knees next to me. I patted my face to stop the world from spinning.

      “Lumi?” Rein asked, his gray eyes cloudy with worry. “Did you break anything?”

      “No,” she huffed, insulted. “I’m a sciftan warrior, not a kitten.”

      I rolled over and spit some blood into the sand. “We have to get Kinza back. A harpy took her rattle.”

      With a clear sweep of shock, Rein’s eyes paled to the color of the mist. “Great Mother Tethys.” Leaping to his feet, he searched the swirling grayness. “If my mother gets a hold of a genie...”

      Suddenly cold, the ramifications of the potential disaster played in my thoughts. Could the fallen Queen Suelta sing a new reality for Kinza? One forcing the jiniri out of her rattle and exposing her to the Overlord of Demonkind? Or a reality binding Kinza to Suelta’s will?

      I struggled to my knees. “Rein, we have to save her.”

      “Save her?” Rein clenched his fists. “How do we even find her?”

      “I marked her rattle with light.”

      “But Kinza’s a genie,” protested Lumi. “Can’t she protect herself?”

      “She risks alerting Sharir if she uses her full power,” I said. “If he comes here before we unite the tribes of Fourth Earth, we’ll lose our only chance of beating him.”

      “Come on, Kinza,” Rein said to the foggy sky. “Give us a hint. Where are you?”

      Almost in answer, the swirling fog lit up as a bolt of thin, blue lightning cracked overhead. A high-pitched shriek followed.

      “There,” I said, pointing at the dim light sailing through mist where the lightning struck.

      Rein filled his lungs. His voice lifted in siren song with strength and raw, magical power. It swelled, sound waves expanding from him, pushing against the mist overhead. As Rein’s song rose, it altered the reality of the fog directly above us, condensing the moisture and releasing the evaporated water into thin streams of rain.

      Strange breezes of light danced on the edge of the fog, pushing it back even further. That was new, but I didn’t bother wondering about it. The section of dispelled fog revealed a flock of harpies so dense their wings beat against each other. If the harpies were that numerous behind the rest of the fog, then thousands of harpies, perhaps millions, clogged the skies. We had no chance in heck of winning this battle. Suelta meant to wipe us out, here and now, and advance on the mainland.

      “Why are there so many?” Rein gasped in disbelief. “There have never been this many.”

      “Can Suelta sing living beings into reality?” I asked Rein.

      His mouth hung open. “Impossible. The magic required—How could anyone—” He stared in disbelief at the horde in the skies. “But it’s the only explanation, isn’t it?”

      A cry of despair rattled through our regiments. As one, they broke out in a desperate run to the siren palace. The harpies cackled with homicidal elation and dove at our troops, swooping up before enchantment-drained weapons struck at their bellies.

      “They’re driving us to the castle,” Lumi said. “We’re playing right into their plan.”

      I rapid-shot light shafts into the sky. The flock was so thick every shaft pierced a harpy, and their bodies fell with steady rhythm onto the sand. Lumi stared at me, incredulous that I bothered.

      “What?” I said, still firing. “I’m not letting a pile of half-rotted pillow stuffing stop me from saving the universe.”

      Rein grinned, and with his eyes shifting to emerald-green, he teased, “Are you sure you won’t marry me?”

      Shafts still flying, I nodded firmly. “Yup.”

      “Some other day, then.”

      Silly Rein. He knew I loved Temnon, but he never gave up hoping I’d say yes. After all, he had his own prophecy, and his eternal union with a powerful mage would restore the magic of Fourth Earth.

      In truth, I didn’t blame him for trying.

      Rein shot intense water streams into the sand and flew up like he wore a jet pack. I lost him in the flock of greasy feathers but had to scramble out from under several harpy bodies as they fell from the sky. One landed near, talons clutching at a thin rope of water wrapped around her neck. Through rare and brief breaks in the flock, I saw Rein standing on a solid sheet of water in the sky, hurling water ropes and shooting liquid bullets at the hordes of harpies.

      “Agnes, pay attention to yourself!” Lumi shouted.

      She leaped, wrapped two harpies in her claws, and ripped out their throats. I lifted my crossbow and sent a shaft into another descending harpy, then flooded my magic into a circle overhead. I willed the light to harden into a shield and spoke into my insignia.

      “All regiments in the east quadrant, if you see my light, to me.”

      Soon, my desperate allies staggered over with heads ducked, blindly swiping their swords and spears over their heads. They crowded Lumi into me, and she growled deep in her throat at being cramped.

      “No scratching, Lumi,” I warned. “They’re all on our side.”

      Tail still twitching, she shrunk enough to slip between my legs and then grew, lifting me above the exhausted troops. As more soldiers joined us, I expanded my shield. My light shafts, unhindered by my shield, continued to fly into the flock attacking Rein. I didn’t need to worry about skewering him. King Odric taught me an enchantment that prevented my shafts from hitting my allies. Magic was so cool.

      “Arch Mage.”

      General Chattaway pushed her way through our soldiers to me. A thick rip lined with darkening blood marred her uniform, and she looked slightly green.

      “General,” I said, still firing, “I hope the harpy looks worse.”

      “One of millions,” she said, ruefully. “They’re driving us.”

      “I know.”

      A funny thought popped into my head. The early bird gets the worm. Suelta had a whole army of early birds, and we were the worms. She was prepared. Exhausted, running from battle to battle with no time to resupply or rest, we were not. She had earned this outcome by out-warring us.

      Overhead, Rein’s water whips kept the harpies at a distance while he descended. He triumphantly held Kinza’s rattle safe in his hand. Thank goodness.

      “The palace is clearly a trap,” Chattaway insisted.

      “I know.”

      An explosion lit the sky to my left, startling Lumi.

      “What was that?” she hissed.

      “One of the idiot harpies who stole my grenades must have pulled the pin,” I answered.

      A heap of dead harpies hit the ground, blowing the stench of burnt garbage all the way to us. Even if I hadn’t lost my last few grenades, they wouldn’t be enough. If only I had a big-a bomb. That would barbeque a fair portion of their ranks.

      “We can’t go into the siren castle, Arch Mage,” General Chattaway said as she inspected her wound. She sighed with defeat. “Neither can we retreat and leave this swarm of harpies to invade the mainland.”

      So, fighting them was futile, retreat was unthinkable, and taking cover in the castle was suicide. What other option was there? Frustrated, I growled like Lumi. We had no war rigs nor long-distance, mass-destruction type weapons. We were at a huge disadvantage. Was there no way out of this?

      Another funny thought formed in my head. Yes, we were worms, but what if we were worms wrapped around a barbed hook? If we were bait, I could trap Suelta in the trap she set for us. I didn’t have a bomb, but I knew science—and I had a matter shaper boyfriend with an insane knowledge of molecules. A brilliant, fantastic plan grew from infancy to adulthood inside my head. A plan sure to pull us out of the hole we’d been drowning in.

      I barked into my insignia.

      “All troops retreat into the castle. Now! Go, go, go!”

      “Are you nuts?” Chattaway yelled. “That’s exactly what she wants.”

      Leaning over Lumi, I met the seasoned general’s eyes with mine. “It’s exactly what I want, General. Now let’s turn this thing around before we lose any more good soldiers.”

      She hesitated for a heartbeat, then barked into her insignia. “You heard the Arch Mage. Watch your heads and make for the siren castle. Bring the injured. Move your feet.”

      Golden streams of telepathy magic darted over the atoll as her orders confirming mine reached every allied soldier.

      Hurry up, Rein, I called to his mind.

      He let the water platform fall and jet-packed to our group in seconds, Kinza safe in his hands.

      Thank you, I said telepathically, finding his emerald eyes among the bobbing heads.

      He nodded and tucked Kinza’s rattle into his blue siren armor.

      Lumi trotted in pace with the soldiers, who peered fearfully at the harpies cackling and shrieking overhead. They drove us on at an increasing speed until we hiked up the rocky slope. The sirens threw open the gates and joined us, not bothering to close them again.

      We thundered up the steps and flooded into the double-wide doors, where Rein caught up to me.

      “What can I do to help?” he asked.

      I held out my hand and clamped my legs against Lumi’s sides to brace myself. He took my hand and swung up onto Lumi behind me.

      “I’m sorry to ask this,” I said, “but I need you to sacrifice your castle...”

      “Done,” he said before I could finish. “It’s hardly holding together anyway, and I can always sing another.”

      With sadness, I continued, “And the whole Lorelei Atoll.”

      He balked at this one. “It will leave no barrier between my mother’s armies and the land tribes.”

      “With harpies, it won’t matter. They can fly right over.”

      Rein’s face darkened. “I just can’t fathom it all. If she did find the power to sing this horde into reality, why so many? They are so skinny. There’s no way my mother can feed them all.”

      “What do they eat?” I asked.

      “Anything and everything.” Rein sighed. “And once they eat us, they’ll have the strength to mow through the centaurs and elves on the mainland and give my mother an opening to the rest of the planet.”

      “Then it’s best to destroy the whole flock here and now.”

      “We don’t have the firepower.”

      “Sure, we do.” I elbowed him. “You just can’t see it.”

      Eyes hardened to dark charcoal, he nodded grimly. “If you can take out this whole flock, my clan will sacrifice whatever is necessary.”

      “Then send your sirens to rescue any valuable items. Is there a room big enough to hold all of us?”

      “Throne room,” he said, “but I’ll have to sing away a few walls.”

      “Perfect. I’ll find Temnon.”

      Rein relayed his orders to his sirens. Some of them ran through doors and others guided our escaping troops down broad hallways into their castle’s throne room.

      The expansive room boasted jade pillars and a vaulted ceiling, ten-stories high. The stories above opened into balconies braced between the pillars where the siren clan gathered to hear their chief.

      Despite its size, the room filled quickly, and Rein’s voice lifted in song. The walls shimmered but didn’t move until his clan added their feminine voices to his. As one, in beautiful harmony, they opened the throne room enough to enclose all the allied troops. The balconies vanished, and the open private quarters of the sirens stacked on top of each other like hollow building blocks.

      Rein cursed and sagged against my back. Wow. His ability to change reality was a fraction of what it was. Fourth Earth’s magic faded faster than ever before.

      I scanned the room until I spotted Temnon’s blond head, one of the last to enter. Typical of him to make sure his whole regiment got in safely before himself. Grimmal, in fluffy, yellow housecat form, lay draped around his neck.

      “Tem!” I waved both arms. “Over here!”

      He plowed through the crowd, and I slid off Lumi’s back. He shouldered between a couple of sirens and wrapped me up in his arms.

      “Great Fulcrum above, Agnes,” he breathed into my neck. “I don’t know why I worry myself sick over you anymore. You are turning into a wicked fighter.”

      “Constant fight-or-die survival does that to a person,” I said, my face muffled by his armor.

      “No way out of this,” Grimmal said, ears flattened in irritation. “They herded us in here to kill us.”

      Temnon let me go. “I hope you have a plan.”

      “I do, but it sort of depends on your ability to change the air into pure, condensed hydrogen.”

      “But that will—oh! I get it.” He glanced at his childhood pal still on Lumi’s back. “You okay with losing your home, Rein?”

      “Not happy,” Rein answered, “but it’s better than losing the war. Can you do it?”

      Temnon grinned at me, but a fearful doubt hid behind the willingness. Doubt? That concerned me. Temnon didn’t doubt. He charged in, smashing things and facing his enemies head on. Fear gripped me. If Temnon couldn’t shift the air, my plan became a death sentence and the throne room, a tomb.

      “I’ll do it,” he said softly, reading my fear and reassuring me.

      I nodded and grabbed my dangling helmet. “Chattaway,” I said into it. “Get any Fourth Earth locals to transport home immediately.”

      “Yes, Arch Mage,” she answered. “What about Odric’s troops and the sirens?”

      “Gather them in the center of the room. And extinguish all flames. No spark of enchanted flame weapons and find me a fire elemental Jolo.”

      Blue light flashed, and the crowd thinned as the few local warriors returned to their Fourth Earth tribes. Those remaining crowded in the center, clutching their weapons. I created a short, invisible light shield that enclosed the allied troops.

      Temnon gazed at the vast room of air above us. Above my short shield was a cube of empty space ten-stories high, fifty-yards long, and thirty-yards wide. That was a lot of air. Did I ask too much of Temnon when he was so tired?

      Rein tapped my shoulder. “Coralis says the harpies are following us. They are filling the rest of the castle.”

      I smiled up at him. “I’m counting on it. Now give me a second. I need to concentrate.”

      I closed my eyes and retreated into myself. Within my own mind, I saw my ocean of magic, much smaller than usual but still glittering with pure, white light. It greeted me.

      We are doing well.

      Better than expected, I answered.

      I knew I talked to myself. After all, my magic was a part of me. But truth magic had rules—sometimes vague, intuitive rules—and talking to it helped me succeed with big spells. I’d learned the hard way that my magic couldn’t lie any more than my mouth could, and it needed a good reason to work. Saving myself and my allies from being eaten alive by false reality harpies seemed like a good reason to me.

      I need to telepathically feel for minds, I told my magic.

      Harpy minds? it clarified. That is quite a few.

      Yes. But they are close. I believe we can do it.

      Then we can.

      I expanded my senses, feeling outward as I had many times before searching for the minds of sun larvae. In some ways it felt similar, in others, very different. With a sun larva, I sought a long time to be rewarded by an immense consciousness. Now, I reached out to be peppered by a million hungry, rapacious dots of advancing minds, all bent on clawing into the center of the dwindling castle. The minds felt empty. No thought of good or evil occupied them, and no wants, fears, or desires. Only hunger. It made sense. If Suelta did sing them into reality, there was no way she could create individual personalities. These harpies were mindless eating machines.

      They flooded into upper windows and down the hallways, pressing on each other, encroaching on my friends and allies.

      Behind the hungry shrieks of the harpies, I heard a song. A single, rich, female voice sung a new reality to the castle. Suelta was here. The walls of the throne room wavered.

      We must hold the harpies out of this room, I said to my magic.

      A shield is in place.

      Yes. I rephrased what I wanted. I had to be specific with my magic. Let’s hold them out with a second shield. A bigger one. One that will hold the harpies out, and the hydrogen in.

      Good plan.

      I returned my focus to the present. A dome of light exploded from me, blocking the ravenous harpies at the edge of the throne room. Greasy feathers pressed against my shield as thick as black mold. The jade pillars wavered insubstantially, even with my larger shield surrounding them.

      “Rein,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt, “the rooms and furniture don’t matter. Focus on the integrity of the outer walls, roof, and supports.”

      Rein nodded and sang. Coralis, clutching a golden harp, sang with him. The rest of his clan, with no home to transport to, joined him in the vocal duel with his mother.

      “Temnon.” I reached over and took his hand. “We’re out of time.”

      Temnon focused until his fair skin reddened with effort. Golden magic rose into the vaulted room in dim glitters, altering the air to pure hydrogen.

      The walls and pillars within the throne room wavered. Suelta’s song was unbelievably powerful. Temnon had to shift all the air before Suelta sang the castle into oblivion. Two difficult spells, two powerful wizards, but who would complete their spell first?

      Temnon pushed his sluggish magic into the air. I wrapped both of my hands around his. Was the dwindling magic of Fourth Earth affecting him? No. That didn’t make sense. It only affected natives of Fourth Earth. And why hadn’t he mentioned his magic troubles to me? He had plenty of chances to say something.

      “Pressurized gas will do more damage,” Temnon told me through gritted teeth. “Give me access to the castle walls.”

      Ooo. Smart. I focused hard on my shield, and I let matter in but no hydrogen out. Temnon shook with effort, forcing his magic to compress more and more of the deadly gas into the open space. His knees buckled.

      “Agnes,” Grimmal said, tail switching, “help him.”

      I wrapped my arms around Temnon’s waist and pressed my cheek into his back, sharing my energy and warming light with him. His wobbly legs firmed up again. Finally, he sank out of my embrace to the floor.

      “Done,” he panted.

      Temnon was spent, magically and physically. Grimmal sprang off his shoulders, settled in his lap, and started purring. The offer of comfort was unusual behavior for Grimmal, especially in the middle of a battle.

      Hoping I didn’t break my boyfriend, I shouted, “Chattaway! Where’s the Jolo?”

      “Here, Arch Mage.” A Jolo warrior raised a muscled arm.

      I rattled off my orders to the dark-skinned soldier. “Stand by me. You must shoot a small burst of flame straight up on my command. Understand?”

      “No.” He folded his arms in protest. “That will accomplish nothing.”

      “The room is full of pressurized hydrogen,” I told him.

      He glanced up. “I see nothing.”

      “Of course, you don’t,” I snapped. “Only I can see magic, and nobody can see gasses!”

      With a glimmer of magical vapor, the inner walls of the castle thinned and fell. The entire harpy horde slammed against my outer shield. It was now or never.

      My truth light winked briefly as I dropped the large outer shield. Feathers flying and claws scratching, they plunged into the concentrated hydrogen, only to slam against my invisible, smaller shield. I grabbed the Jolo by his thick wrist and pointed his hand straight up.

      “Fire, soldier,” I yelled. “Now!”

      He shot a stream of fire into my smaller shield. I opened a hole the size of a pin into the shield and then closed it immediately. The hydrogen caught the spark, and fire exploded through the hollowed-out shell of the castle in a furious blast. The fire incinerated the harpy horde and blew the castle and half the island to smithereens.

      I felt the heat through my shield. It didn’t occur to me that my shield might not hold out the equivalent of an atomic explosion.

      “Holy crap!” I slapped my hand on the Aether Stones strapped to my thigh and shouted, “First Earth!”

      Cries of terror from my troops almost drowned out my call for First Earth, but a golden circle spread beneath me.

      I fell into a dark hole, along with Lumi, Temnon, Rein, and anyone standing within the golden circle.

      “Into the Jent Path!” I shouted to the others.

      Through the leaping soldiers and sirens, I saw billowing flames and white-hot ash fall like snow. As the Jent Path closed, I sought out minds again. Only a handful remained outside the decimated castle. A few terrified harpy minds, and one very angry siren.

      Suelta escaped.

      Aw, nuts.
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      The last time I traveled in a Jent Path with soldiers, they floated through the invisible tube in trained formation. Upon landing, they hit the ground running, which made room for the next line to materialize, then the next. Our troop’s desperate escape from Fourth Earth was a bit more disorganized.

      All my soldiers were either injured or treating the injured. Of the sirens, only Rein, Coralis, and Urcha had any experience in a Jent Path. Rein did his best to give his warriors instructions, but mostly, they flapped their arms in a futile effort to face downstream like they were swimming in the Praedis Ocean.

      Army alchemists from the First Earth troops jetted among the injured. One brought a half-conscious and loopy Chattaway to me. Blood from her wound still flowed.

      “Harpy talon,” he said bluntly. “Her blood won’t coagulate. I’m out of supplies. Know any tricks?”

      “Only to keep pressure on it.”

      “Do it.” The alchemist then gave Temnon a quick check before jetting away again.

      I spent the four-and-a-half-hour flight through the Fulcrum keeping pressure on Chattaway’s bleeding torso and watching Temnon. Traveling through the heart of creation and magic recharged me and centered my used magic, but poor Temnon didn’t seem to reap the same benefits.

      I didn’t understand why he didn’t improve. He wasn’t physically injured, but with each passing hour, he lost strength and energy.

      “Hang on, boy,” Grimmal whispered to him. “You’re almost home.”

      A clogging worry clamped down on my transportation-sensitive stomach. Temnon caught me staring at him and gave me a weak smile and a wink.

      “I’m fine,” he mouthed silently.

      But I wasn’t so sure. We hit the wormhole, and Temnon’s eyes closed in the roaring pressure that hurled us to First Earth. On the other side of the wormhole, Temnon’s home world, almost a mirror image of my own, hung in space with its beautiful, shining dual rings. Relief surged into me. Temnon’s family would fix him. I was sure of it.

      Flying over Tirinad, First Earth’s capital city, I noticed a pause in the activity of the residents below. We must have made quite a spectacle. Each individual in the Jent Path appeared as a ball of light to those on the outside. With hundreds of soldiers and a whole clan of sirens, we probably arched the sky like a giant string of LED Christmas lights. We passed the tall, rounded, gray domes of the city and sailed between the caramel, granite spires of King Odric’s palace. Insubstantial in the Jent Path, we phased through the sloping roof and descended through several floors to the throne room. Those of us in the front materialized once our feet touched the landing pad. However, we couldn’t leave the platform until the security spells judged us as allies. Everyone behind us backed up in the tube—extending far above the spires, I guessed, a skyscraper of lights.

      The poor paladins guarding the platform nearly had heart attacks.

      “What is going on here?” one demanded.

      “Arch Mage Agnes Ann Cavanaugh of Second Earth returning from battle on Fourth Earth,” I half-yelled at them. “We’ve just escaped with our lives. We’re going to need medical teams. And get Lord Chevlin in here for Prince Temnon!”

      Requesting Lord Chevlin, the head alchemist, for Temnon stoked immediate action. One sentry spoke in clipped tones into his communicator, and golden streams of magic carried his message away. The other sentry dropped the golden field of magic holding us inside the landing platform. I handed Chattaway to him and checked on Temnon.

      He lay slumped on the floor. The Jolo who ignited the hydrogen for me lifted him and helped him off the platform. I nodded my appreciation.

      War-weary regiments of soldiers, a clan of homeless sirens, a collapsed prince, and a heavily bleeding general weren’t King Odric’s typical visitors. Teams of Odric’s paladins, ambassadors, and healing alchemists poured into the throne room to make sense of the circus I led out of the hydrogen explosion on Fourth Earth.

      Among the royal officials drifted a lithe, blonde woman in a long, blue dress.

      “Ambassador Serene,” I called, waving her over.

      When her bright, blue eyes fell on Temnon, she hurried through the crowd.

      “Oh, Temnon, my son.” With a graceful hand, she brushed his blond hair away from his face. “Agnes, what happened to him?”

      Stammering like an idiot, I said, “Not sure. Uh, he cast a really big spell, and he was already tired.”

      “I’m fine,” Temnon murmured. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’m just tired.”

      Serene gave him the same knowing mom look that my mom gave me when she knew better than I did.

      “And you?” she asked me.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “See to Temnon. And Chattaway lost a lot of blood.”

      Serene stood, and seconds later, Temnon and General Chattaway were loaded onto floating gurneys and whisked out of the throne room.

      I wasn’t so lucky. Serene pointed me out to her husband before following Temnon to the hospital wing. Arch Mage Claude, Odric’s twin and Temnon’s father, charged toward me through the chaotic crowd. His intense glower intimidated me more than the harpies. With a bit of guilt, I watched the injured soldiers carried out on floating gurneys. I regretted their injuries, but sort of wished I could lay down too.

      “Sweet Second Earth,” Claude said, his head shaking. “This is chaos incarnate.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed.

      “Best come with me for a debriefing, Arch Mage.”

      “Yeah. I figured as much.”

      Rest had to wait. Followed by a somber gang of royal officials, Claude escorted me through winding halls and descending stairways to the top-secret, soundproof, magically protected war room. He opened the magical lock by running a finger down the middle of a thick, round door.

      The walls were similar to cement but glittered with fierce enchantments, some with Claude’s precise and exact magical signature. A table surrounded by a dozen chairs waited in the center. I sank to the nearest chair. Claude and the higher-ranking officials took the remaining chairs, leaving the others to stand around us. I didn’t know anyone other than Claude.

      Claude waved his hand over the tabletop, and a map of Fourth Earth created artfully with holographic illusion magic appeared.

      “Now,” Claude said, “start at the beginning.”

      The debriefing took forever. I gave my report on months and months of battles to Arch Mage Claude and the officials, who each asked dozens of questions. My poor brain did its best to keep up the next hour or so, but dang, I was getting seriously droopy. They seemed happy about the loss of the Lorelai Atoll. Or, more likely, it was the loss of the harpy horde. Either way, the questions didn’t stop.

      “Do you suspect double agents?” one official asked me.

      “Or dark mages?” interrupted another.

      I stared at them. “What are you talking about?”

      “Suelta’s sudden military brilliance,” Claude explained. “There must be a reason for it. I suspect Sharir. An eternal genie certainly has the patience to plan a long-term siege.” He rubbed his slightly gray temples, and his brows clamped in deep thought. He looked at me. “Suelta is in league with Sharir.”

      I knew what he was doing—testing the statement with my truth magic. If he lied, on purpose or by accident, my gift would alert me. But my spine didn’t jitter with a lie. Nor did I feel the hum of truth.

      “Nothing,” I told him. “Not a lie or the truth.”

      Claude tried again. “Suelta is in league with a subordinate of Sharir.”

      Still nothing. That usually meant the situation was more complicated than a simple yes-or-no question. Or that the truth hadn’t been decided yet. My white-hat hacker friend Kymm moonlighted as a polygraph tech when she wasn’t working for me. She told me polygraph tests only gave the interviewer a place to start or confirmation during an investigation. My gift didn’t make me omniscient. Pity. Fighting Sharir would be a lot easier if I was.

      Claude didn’t give up. He kept asking me different versions of the same question until neuropathy pains stabbed at my tired legs.

      Finally, a sentry opened the door.

      “Someone is requesting Arch Mage Agnes,” he said.

      “We haven’t finished,” a junior official protested.

      Too bad for him. Princess Nemantia, heir to the throne of First Earth, and Lord Chevlin, the head alchemist, barged in. Lord Chevlin held a dark-skinned, slightly wrinkled hand up to the junior official’s offended face.

      “Be still,” Chevlin said with disdain. “This child single-handedly eliminates a massive horde of harpies, effectively stopping Suelta in her tracks, and not one of you consider how depleted she must be? Fine way to treat a war hero.”

      War hero? Who had Chevlin been talking to?

      Claude coughed. “You are right, Chevlin,” he admitted with no small amount of embarrassment. “See to her at once.”

      Nemantia, dark hair trailing down her back, made straight for me. The officials, and even her powerful Uncle Claude, all backed respectfully out of her way. I stood, and she wrapped me in a hug.

      “Aggie, dearest,” she said. “I’ve been so worried for you. Are you all right?”

      I felt the warm hum of healing magic. Behind me, Lord Chevlin scanned me with a sheet of his rose-gold alchemist magic. He continued to work in silence as I caught up with my sweet friend.

      I sighed into her hair. “Super tired,” I said. “How’s Temnon?”

      “Not hurt, but not well,” she said, her stress evident in her tone. “We can’t find anything physically wrong with him.”

      “Did he tell you he can’t make his magic work properly?”

      Nemantia pulled away, shocked. “No, he didn’t. He kept insisting he was fine. Why wouldn’t he mention something as grave as that?”

      I shrugged. Sometimes I didn’t understand him at all. That seemed like an important detail to mention to a doctor during an examination. Now that I thought about it, he hadn’t mentioned it to me either. The only reason I knew about his struggling magic was because I could see magic. Other wizards only felt magic’s power. Seeing magic was my favorite part about being a truth wizard.

      Lord Chevlin hovered his hand in front of my torso. “Only a split lip and a strained shoulder, which I find incredible,” he said, “but you are clinically malnourished. A common theme for those in your charge. The effects of Fourth Earth’s atmosphere, I assume.”

      I nodded.

      “Arch Mage Claude,” Lord Chevlin said, “if these battles are to continue, an enchantment to protect our soldiers from transportation sickness is in order.”

      “Agreed,” Claude answered. “I’ve assigned the task several times, but no one has succeeded.”

      “Then do it yourself.”

      Claude’s brow darkened in the fierce glower that differentiated him from his twin brother, King Odric. “Are you suggesting I shelve my work developing counterspells for Sharir?”

      Chevlin heaved a defeated sigh. “Of course not, Arch Mage. Forgive me. It’s easy to forget another’s priorities.”

      “Poor Aggie,” Nemantia said. “You do look pale and thinner than usual.”

      She was being nice. I had always been skinny, just a part of growing up with nausea from my neuropathy medicine. Losing the bit of weight I had gained sucked, though. I loved being able to walk, climb stairs, and run without my legs turning to jelly. I hoped a month or so without transporting on Fourth Earth would help me regain my health.

      Lord Chevlin left a couple of healing spells to ease the nerve pain in my legs and heal my minor injuries, then turned to the junior official.

      “This interview is over,” he said. “Lady Agnes needs nourishment. And a lot of it.”

      Claude stood and smiled. “Then perhaps she will join us for a family dinner.”

      “Yes,” Nemantia agreed. “If we hurry, we won’t be very late.”

      Nemantia clasped my hand in hers and led the way to the family dining hall. I lost my way after about a minute. Only sentries and the royal family were able to navigate the palace because it changed. Not the rooms themselves, but the way to get to them. I didn’t understand how it worked, but at least I got to see a variety of cool hallways. I followed her and Claude for what felt like miles, secretly wishing for one of Dame Maudine’s magical shortcuts. Nemantia chatted about her relationship with her boyfriend, Jenz, a paladin marshal. He had recently earned a hero’s award. Cool.

      I was happy for Jenz, but really, I just enjoyed listening to Nemmy talk without having to worry about transporting to the next attack.

      We finally reached the private dining room of the Odonatas. I recognized it by the stately potted plants standing at attention on either side of the door. Potted plants with sky-blue leaves. Greenish-gold magic particles sparkled on the blue leaves, a sure sign of Dame Maudine’s nature magic.

      The sentries on guard opened the door to us. King Odric sat at the head of the long, stately table. His grandmother, the quirky, lovable, and insanely powerful Dame Maudine, sat opposite him. Temnon smiled at me when I entered, with more energy than I’d seen in him in a long time.

      Good job, Lord Chevlin, I thought to myself.

      The royal Odonata family was joined by Rein and the leader of the aridin tribe on Fourth Earth, Rowan. Judging by the recently emptied plates, Nemantia was right about us being late. I slid into an empty chair next to Serene and shoveled piles of food onto my plate. Half-starving, I hardly chewed while I caught up on the conversation.

      “...so for local food and ore,” Rein was saying, “we must resolve the infighting among the tomte. And the best option for avoiding transportation sickness is to recruit the thirteen pixie kingdoms to our cause.”

      “Well stated,” King Odric agreed from the head of the table. “And what of your clan, Rein? How are they faring?”

      “Naturally, my clan is saddened by the loss of our ancestral home,” Rein said. “But we sirens are hopeful for a better future.”

      Next to King Odric, Chief Rowan listened with interest. Fourth Earth had no high king, but Chief Rowan filled portions of that role. His people, the aridin, were tree spirits. I’d been to his territory many times over the last several months, coordinating efforts to unite the tribes of Fourth Earth and defend against Suelta’s constant attacks.

      “You have done much to improve the reputation of the siren clan,” Rowan said, his ashy-brown hands clasped under his chin. He turned to the rest of the table. “Young Rein has worked hard since he challenged Suelta for the throne and won the support of the siren women. He established a clear rule of law to curb their traditionally frightful behavior and organized a network of sea creatures to spy on Suelta’s movements. All accomplished and wise endeavors.”

      We already knew all that, but Rowan excelled at diplomacy and communication. Most Fourth Earth tribes respected Rowan and considered him an ally, even if they hated each other. His calm, steady personality reminded me of the forest he lived in. He even dressed in forest colors, with his long, white hair cascading down his tidy robe with a wide belt cinched at the waist.

      “Not that I had any idea she was secretly creating a massive horde of harpies,” Rein said with a touch of resentment.

      The green sheen in Rein’s hair shone with prominence, and his skin boldly rippled like the sunlight shining in clear waters. High King Odric leaned forward onto the table. First Earth had no silly rule about elbows.

      “Have you found it difficult to institute so many drastic changes among your clan? I’m especially curious to know how your sisters are accepting your new behavior policies.”

      Rein bobbed his head side to side with an iffy squint. “They’re...trying,” he said. “My dad laid a good foundation during his years under the ocean. I wish he were still here. My clan loved him.”

      “Your dad tipped the balance,” I mused with my mouth full, the memory hanging heavily in my mind. “His death made the sirens reject Suelta’s influence.”

      Sadness muted Rein’s vibrance, and his green eyes shifted to a light gray. “I’ve thought about asking you to show me Dad’s last moments.”

      I hesitated. I could easily share the images telepathically, but I hated the memory. Hawkins saved Rein’s life by tenderly carrying Suelta away from Rein’s unconscious body. She repaid her husband’s love by stabbing him in the heart with those long, black fingernails of death. Hawkins used the last of his ebbing life to set her down before collapsing into the mud. The look of betrayal on his lifeless face still haunted me.

      I swallowed. “Rein, you don’t want that. You know you don’t. Your father was a good man. Focus on that part of him.”

      “Listen to her, Rein,” King Odric advised. “You’ve been given two examples of leadership by your parents. We are proud of you for choosing the better one.”

      That was the nicest thing Odric had ever said to Rein. For years, all the Odonatas except Temnon considered him untrustworthy. A proud smile brightened the young siren’s expression.

      Claude broke the tension. “I for one am pleased to see you pouring your boundless energies into something other than mischief. Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you and Temnon flooded the sewers in the academic wing ten years ago. Who do you think had to clean up that mess?”

      The adults burst out laughing, even the reserved Chief Rowan. I giggled a little bit, too, but no one laughed harder than Temnon. Shocked, I stared at him. He forced that laughter out, and his smile stretched too wide to be natural. Next to me, Serene’s smile dropped at Temnon’s laughter. I wasn’t the only one worried about her son.

      Rein gasped with chagrin. “You knew that was me? It was an accident, I promise.” He perked up in the fond memories. “I dropped my knife in the commode. Remember that little knife you gave me, Tem?”

      “Yes.” Temnon grinned with hollow cheer.

      “I tried to get the water to carry it back to me, and it obeyed a bit too hard.” Rein snickered. “I’ve been meaning to apologize, for years, actually. I just couldn’t gather the courage to face the mysterious enchanter twins. I thought you’d throw me in the dungeon.”

      Nemantia’s lovely smile brightened the table. “Oh, Rein,” she chided, “we all make mistakes learning to control our magic. I went through a cat obsession after meeting Grimmal and caused a severe feline overpopulation in Tirinad.” My beautiful necromancer friend covered her eyes in embarrassment. “Poor little draugr kitties.”

      Odric’s chuckle boomed around the dining room. “It took us weeks to figure out that sweet, little Nemantia brought all those cats back to life. Out of pity, of course, but still a disaster for our citizens.”

      Everyone had the good sense not to mention Nemantia’s far more disastrous mistake of allowing the spirit of Vi Lorina to possess her body, nearly causing the demise of all the planets on the Jent Path.

      “She knows better now,” comforted Dame Maudine. “Death is natural, and even kitty souls are rewarded in the afterlife.”

      “All that aside,” Odric said to Rein, “we Odonatas wish you success as king of your clan.”

      Rein hastily raised a hand and shook it in protest. “Not king, chief.”

      Odric leaned back with both eyebrows raised. “Chief? You changed your title?”

      “My way of making amends with the other tribes and clans of Fourth Earth,” he explained.

      “Fourth Earth has no High King,” Rowan reminded us. “Rein traveled to my forest and asked me to amend his title to chief. This was done in wisdom. It puts sirens on equal ground with the other clans. They always resented Suelta for calling herself a queen.”

      “Especially since most clans and tribes are so much bigger than ours,” added Rein.

      “Clever move,” Serene praised.

      “It was.” Rowan nodded. “Though we have no official authority, we aridin have done our best to be a uniting influence. I’m afraid the most we’ve been able to achieve is political neutrality.”

      “A position that greatly benefits us.” Odric guided the conversation back to the business of the evening. “Let’s take full advantage of the blow delivered today. If we can resolve the issues keeping us a step behind Suelta, we can make some headway in our mission to defeat Sharir. Grandmother, since this quest is based on the Seer’s prophecy, let’s begin there.”

      Dame Maudine reached into the pockets of her skirts and pulled out a thick scroll. She broke the enchanted seal on it with a touch of her finger, and it unrolled the length of the table and dropped into Odric’s lap.

      “Is that my prophecy?” I asked. I looked at Rein. “Kinza should be here for this. Where did you put her rattle?”

      Rein patted his silky, white shirt until he felt the silver rattle tucked inside and placed it on the tabletop next to the unrolled scroll. A faint whisper of purple smoke drifted to the scroll and played among the Ademic writing.

      Rein eyed the smoke with curiosity. Kinza almost never allowed herself to be seen, even in her partially present smoke form. I guessed Rein’s heroic efforts to save her from the harpies went a long way to gain her trust.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Rein said to the purple smoke with polite delicacy.

      Kinza didn’t answer. Since her smoke didn’t vanish inside the rattle, I took a chance and answered for her.

      “She isn’t being ungrateful, Rein. If she shows too much of herself, Sharir will see her and force her into marriage.”

      A deep, mortified blush reddened Rein’s olive skin. He’d probably never forgive himself for trying to trick me into marrying him last winter. At least he’d gained an understanding of how violated I felt.

      “Sharir seeks her?” Rein clarified. “The djinn who commands Pyranathos, the Dragon of Lies? The all-powerful force we are trying to stop?” He took in our nods and spoke to the rattle. “I shall respect your privacy, my lady,” he promised, “and do all I can to keep you hidden.”

      Kinza’s smoke lightened to a pinkish hue. I’d seen the jiniri’s smoke often, and the pink was new.

      “And it’s thanks to Miss Kinza,” Maudine said, rapping her knuckles on the scroll, “that I’ve discovered a serious problem with the Seer’s prophecy. Delphinium Trendicles’s accuracy in her predictions is legendary. However, it seems my copy of the prophecy contains a few mistakes.”

      This was news to the whole table.

      “What do you mean?” Odric asked.

      “I’ve been over it multiple times,” Maudine said, “and as it is written, there is no other way to interpret it. Vi Lorina was the threat referred to in this scroll. However, Miss Kinza’s revelation that Sharir is the true threat made me search our copy with new eyes, and I’ve come to the only possible conclusion. This copy, at least in a few critical details, differs from the original.”

      Confused, Serene laid a white hand on the scroll. “This isn’t the original?”

      “Oh, no, dear,” Maudine assured her. “Originals are not allowed to leave Delphinium’s home planet. Earth 15.”

      “Miss Kinza,” Odric said, “do you remember the original prophecy? Word for word?”

      The jiniri’s voice, confined and ringing with a tinny quality, rose from the rattle. “No, King Odric. It has been many thousands of years. I only remember Sharir’s involvement because when Delphi shared this prophecy with me, I knew I had to go into hiding.”

      “I must travel to Earth 15 myself,” Dame Maudine said, happily, “and either procure the original or use it to correct this copy. Miss Kinza and Agnes must come with me, of course.”

      “Why me?” I asked.

      I hoped the slight break in the battle meant I could visit my mom. I hadn’t seen her or Dr. Buchanan and Sadie in I didn’t know how long, and I needed to refill my canvas bag with weapons from Colucci’s black market stash in his spare bedroom.

      “Because, sweetness,” Maudine said, “I can’t gain access to the archives without you. The Seer is worshipped on her home world. Prophecies are sacred. Only those mentioned in the prophecies can enter the building and view the originals.”

      Well, that sucked. Another trip to another planet. I guess Mom could wait one more day.

      “Can I sleep in the Fulcrum for a few hours first?”

      “Of course, you can,” Maudine assured me. “I won’t leave until you are completely ready.”

      I relaxed in my chair.

      Maudine’s eyes twinkled. “So, make sure you are completely ready by first light tomorrow.”
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      Fully fed and exhausted beyond my limits, I listened to Nemantia’s passionate argument of why she should be assigned to recruit the pixies. Her father kept changing the subject, recapping how we had to jump on the opportunity created by defeating the harpy horde. And how the loss of the Lorelai Atoll meant we desperately needed the elves and centaurs on our side. Since they lived on the mainland’s beach south of the destroyed atoll, they would be the obvious choice to form a new front line of defense.

      I liked these dinnertime discussions much more than being interrogated in the war room. I followed the discussion and answered the occasional question until I nodded off and flopped onto my dinnerware.

      Maudine chastised King Odric for keeping us young warriors when we had already given so much. With a grateful smile, he excused me, Temnon, and Rein. I scooped up Kinza’s rattle, and we stumbled into the hall.

      Temon kissed me on the forehead. “I know it’s still early,” he said, “but I need to sleep for at least a week. See you at breakfast?”

      “Sleep as long as you need to,” I said. “I’m going with Maudine, remember?”

      “Right. When you get back then.”

      I didn’t resent him slumping away with Rein instead of me. After his efforts to explode the harpies, he deserved a year of sleep.

      A sentry escorted me to my room. Escorting visitors fell under the sentry’s daily duties. Though it wasn’t common knowledge, the sentries were all highly trained paladins, like the CIA or the Secret Service. They were several ranks above the soldiers in my current troops. Nemantia’s boyfriend, Jenz, worked his tushy off to become a paladin marshal, one of the few non-wizard occupations with the same respect and social standing as royalty.

      “Any of you paladins serving on Fourth Earth?” I asked the sentry “It seems perfect for your job description.”

      “Yes,” he said, “we are currently on loan to Arch Mage Claude, but I can’t tell you more than that.”

      I didn’t press him for any more information but worried about Temnon instead. Poor Tem. Was he grieving his Grandpa Thayn’s death? After Pyranathos took Thayn’s form and manipulated Temnon into dumping me, everything happened so fast. We defeated Pyranathos, learned about Sharir pulling the strings, and then ran off to Fourth Earth to battle Suelta mere hours after Thayn’s long overdue funeral. I didn’t have time to process things, and Thayn wasn’t even my grandpa.

      Stupid Pyranathos. And stupid Sharir. Seeing the scroll stretched out on the dining room table brought a whole new cornucopia of stress. I had only one chance of defeating Sharir. And to do that I had to follow the prophecy exactly. And now, the prophecy was wrong? Fudgebuckets.

      Arriving at my quarters, I went to my mage door and wished for the Fulcrum. Ah, my glorious mage door. When I opened it, in front of me sprawled the center of creation and magic. I fell into the warm, weightless hum of healing, recharging power. I took a deep breath, let out a long sigh, and pondered my boyfriend and my prophesied destiny.

      Unfortunately, pondering didn’t help me this time. I found myself getting more and more stressed. Usually, talking to my mom always helped me compartmentalize things, while Sadie listened to me vent. But they were both light years away.

      Here on First Earth, Temnon was my go-to stress reliever. His hugs melted away everything bad. But I didn’t dare ask him for emotional support, not when he needed it more than I did. I tried to fall asleep for hours but couldn’t turn off my brain.

      Crud. Now what? I used my magic to jet to the open mage door and pulled myself onto my textured, red carpet. Not sure what I was hoping to find, I poked my head into the palace hallway.

      A sentry, a different guy from that last one, stood at attention at the end of the hall. He smiled at my approach.

      “Where to Arch Mage?”

      “Do you think Ambassador Serene is still awake?” I asked.

      “It’s likely,” he guessed. “Shall I let her know you’re coming?”

      I hesitated. Serene already had a long day. She didn’t need me dumping my issues on her.

      “The Ambassador is very willing to talk to visiting dignitaries,” the sentry prompted, then he lowered his voice and filled it with warmth, “even if it’s a personal matter.”

      Yup, I was that transparent.

      “Okay,” I decided. “Let’s go.”

      The sentry activated his telepathy insignia and said one word. I didn’t catch it; it was probably sentry code. He led me down the hall. It soon branched, and I saw Rein and Rowan following another sentry. They had their backs to me, but I heard Rein anyway.

      “...happen to remember who my mother spent time with at the last annual Fourth Earth Alliance?”

      He must have been trying to figure out why his mother went nuts and decided to attack the rest of the planet. I hoped Rowan had the answers he sought. Rein’s voice faded as we rounded a corner. After a few more twists and turns, we stopped in an open foyer. The hallway ceiling launched thirty feet up. Trees painted on the walls moved as if wind blew the leaves, and pink blossoms drifted down to settle among the roots.

      The sentry smiled at my amazed gasp. “Is that paint?”

      “It is. And the paintings change with the seasons of Lanoria, the country far to our west, near the ocean. But the trees aren’t the best part.”

      I followed his eyes up. Dozens of butterflies flew above our heads, gliding on the air high into the vaulted archway. Each pair of wings danced with a different color, and they were twice the size of the butterflies on my planet. One butterfly sailed close to me. A patch of magic the size of a stamp glowed on the narrow body.

      “Hold out a finger,” suggested the sentry.

      I did, and the butterfly landed with legs as delicate as needles. At second glance, I realized it wasn’t alive, but a tiny replica made of metal and paper. The wings were a brace-work of thin silver. Carefully cut translucent paper, in a variety of blues, filled the holes. Miniature springs and cogs pulled the wings up and down. They were tiny realizations of clockwork art.

      “Did Temnon make these?” I asked the sentry. I figured only a matter shaper could sculpt something so delicately perfect.

      “Good guess,” he said, “but no. His father, Arch Mage Claude, builds one every year. By hand.”

      “By hand?”

      My outburst frightened the butterfly. I peered at the golden patch as it took off. Sure enough, it had Claude’s magical signature of organized, complex lines, almost like a computer’s motherboard.

      “They’re amazing,” I said as the butterfly floated back to the painted trees.

      “They are at that,” agreed the sentry. “Here we are. Ambassador Serene’s sitting room.”

      I didn’t see the door until the sentry knocked gently and opened it. It was only a few feet away but camouflaged by the magically animated trees. As I walked to the door, I saw that the foyer was full of furniture, chairs, tables, even a grandfather clock, all perfectly painted to blend with the walls.

      The whole foyer was an illusion in perspective. When I entered the foyer, it looked empty, but next to Serene’s door, the furniture’s 3D shapes were easy to see.

      So cool! I watched the clockwork butterflies flit among the trees for a few more breathtaking seconds, then entered the open door.

      Inside, Serene stood by two chairs, waiting for me to join her.

      I almost changed my mind. It was so late, and I didn’t want to bother her. But the sentry noticed my uncertain pause and gave me a little nudge.

      “Go on, then,” he whispered.

      “‘Kay. Thanks,” I whispered back.

      Serene’s room was simple compared to the opulence of the rest of the palace. Not simple as in shabby, simple as in neat. Her sitting room could have come right out of a cottage in the woods. A plain table with two chairs sat in the middle of the room, but the cloth covering the table was graced by an embroidered covey of pheasant-type birds with apple-green tail feathers. In the corner of the room, another cloth, partially finished, hung on a frame, with a needle stuck mid-stitch.

      “My hobby,” Serene said, running a light hand over the threaded pheasants. “It calms my mind.”

      Maybe I needed a hobby. At least, one other than nearly dying every few months.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said. “So are the butterflies.”

      She brushed the errant strand of hair away from her graceful jawline and tucked it behind her small ear. Temnon got some of his best features from her.

      “Claude gives me one every year, on the anniversary of the day we met.” She went to a cupboard and retrieved two cups. “I lived in the woods that cover most of the Lanoria province. He and Odric were exploring the woods and causing havoc, as usual, when they wandered close to my home. I had been trying to catch a vulgar poacher who snared the native butterflies and sold their wings as trinkets.” She scowled, and the cups clinked as she placed them in one hand. “The barbarian put a serious dent in their population. Lanoria depends on butterflies for crop pollination, but he cared only for a quick profit.” With her free hand, she picked up a tall, glass vase thingy with knobs and a spout. “I set a trap for him and caught Claude instead. The grandson of the High Warrior Queen—gracious, I was mortified.” Setting the cups down, she turned a knob on the vase. Red-tinted magic activated, and I heard the bubbling of boiling water. “Of course, to Claude, it wasn’t so much a trap as a fun puzzle for him to solve. He freed himself in minutes, then offered to find my intended quarry.”

      “What happened?” I asked, riveted by the story. Serene was like a real-life Snow White.

      “The poacher got the scare of his life. And rightly so.” Turning a second knob near the top of the vase released a greenish powder into the boiling water below. “He spent the remainder of his life as a sworn protector of every creature that lived in the woods.”

      “What did Claude do to him?”

      Serene’s laugh sounded like bells ringing. “Nothing permanent. Or illegal. But surely you’ve seen Claude’s righteous anger flare up.”

      I had seen it. His power and magic swirled like a tornado and made the whole assembly of carnivorous dragons on Third Earth flinch.

      “Yes. When he stood up for me in the dragon court.”

      Serene leaned in, her blue eyes, lighter than Temnon’s, widened at the memory. “It was like that only without restraint and fueled by the passion of youth.”

      “That would scare anyone straight,” I agreed. “Is this room like the one you grew up in?”

      “You are quite insightful, Agnes,” she said. “I loved my quiet life. It took Claude nearly twenty years to convince me to leave the woods and join him here in the palace.” She smiled, her smooth skin glowing with joy. “He tells me I was worth waiting for, but between you and me, I should have agreed the first time he asked. I’ve never been happier than here as an Odonata.”

      What a lovely woman. I’d always thought she was all refined and sophisticated, I had no idea she came from the country.

      “Piccarding tea,” she said, filling the two cups with hot, green liquid. “From Lanoria. One of the crops pollinated by my butterfly friends. Oh.” She went back to the cupboard and returned with a small glass bottle full of green powder. “This is also for you. Lanorian mint, dried and powdered. Sprinkle it under your tongue for nausea.”

      “Thanks.” I blew on the tea and took a careful sip. It spread across my tongue with a comforting flavor of sweet spice.

      “Mmm.” I sipped a bigger mouthful.

      “It’s good for stress.” Serene closed her eyes and inhaled the steam from her cup. “Enough about me, dearest. Why the late visit?”

      Because of the tea, or the story, or just Serene’s gentle presence, my nervousness waned.

      “I’m so overwhelmed,” I admitted. “It’s kind of not fair to be under so much pressure. I’m only sixteen, but all these worlds depend on me.”

      “It seems that way, doesn’t it?”

      “Well, yeah, since the whole prophecy is about me.”

      Serene smiled over the rim of her cup. “I’ve read the prophecy. I didn’t see a single word that said you do it alone.”

      “Logically, I know that, but ultimately...”

      “Ultimately, you will be the reason we succeed, my dear,” Serene said. “Perhaps because of your truth or your light. It might be simply because people want to help you. Nowhere does it say you must make all the decisions or shoulder all the responsibility.”

      I sipped more tea and thought about it. She had a point. I’d never saved anyone by myself. My friends did as much or more than I did.

      “I guess that’s true.” I looked at her. “So, I just keep winging it?”

      “Keep trusting yourself and your allies, Agnes. Things will work out.”

      I felt much better but worry hid in Serene’s twinkling blue eyes.

      “Do you need to talk about something?” I hinted.

      Serene lowered her gaze solemnly and paused, deciding whether to tell me, I guessed.

      “I’m worried about Temnon,” she finally said. “He hasn’t been the same since Thayn’s funeral. I know he idolized his grandfather, the real Thayn at least, but it’s been months and he’s still not himself.”

      “What about Lord Chevlin?” I suggested. “He must know about emotional health, right? Do you have grief counseling on this planet?”

      “All humans suffer emotional illness to some degree,” she said, setting down her tea. “Lord Chevlin and the other alchemists are trained to balance chemicals in the brain and body. They are very good with emotional and mental health diseases with a chemical cause.”

      “Then I’ll make Temnon go see him right now.” I put down my tea and started to stand, but Serene’s concerned expression made me sink back into my seat.

      “Temnon doesn’t have a chemical imbalance. Not all sorrow can be fixed by magic, dear.” She paused, collecting her thoughts. “I’ve spoken to my son at length. He didn’t share exactly what is troubling him. I’m not convinced that he even knows. All I have to go on is my intuition as his mother.”

      She sipped her tea again, letting its calming, sweet spice wash over her. I took another swallow too. If she was this concerned, Temnon must be in a bad place.

      Sadness wet her blue eyes. “Temnon has always been confident—quick thinking and quick acting. He faces problems boldly, but now he doubts himself. Magic can’t mandate how a person thinks.”

      I saw that doubt in Rein’s throne room. Temnon nearly failed at shifting the air to hydrogen, and he’d changed one gas to another many times before with ease.

      I started to understand Serene’s concern. I spent my entire childhood freaking out about my scars and hating myself because of them. I knew the devastation self-loathing caused to one’s physical health. Poor Temnon. Was it Pyranathos posing as Thayn? Did his twisted narcissism ruin Temnon’s self-confidence? Or was it because Temnon blamed himself for not knowing his beloved Grandpa Thayn was the Dragon of Lies in disguise?

      “Agnes,” Serene said, her hands tightly gripping her cup, “you have faced so much and still have so many trials ahead of you, but may I ask a favor?”

      “What?”

      “Please, dearest, be you.”

      “Huh?”

      “You bring out the best in my son. When you finish your errand with Maudine, you and Temnon will both be given new assignments on Fourth Earth. Some suggested that you and Temnon should each lead separate teams. I insisted you stay together and would not yield to any argument. Partly because I know how effective you two are together, but mostly because I trust that you can help Temnon find himself again.”

      “I’d do anything for him,” I said, “but I’m not a therapist.”

      “He doesn’t need a therapist, dear. He needs a friend.” Setting down her cup, she placed her hands in her lap, and somehow found another smile for me. “You don’t have to fix him. Just be yourself.”

      “I’ll try,” I said, “but myself keeps changing.”

      Serene brightened with laughter. “You are growing up. Change is a big part of that. Just listen when he talks. Encourage him, tease him, laugh, cry; do everything you normally do. I’m certain Temnon will respond to you.”

      She grew serious again and held out an open hand. I put down my cup to take it. She gave me a soft squeeze.

      “Just promise me that you won’t let his struggle suck you in. I know you blame yourself when bad things happen to people you love.”

      That sounded familiar. “You’ve been talking to my mom, haven’t you?”

      “Lillian? Of course, dear. My son adores you. It’s only natural for us adults to have a good relationship. Odric has spoken to Lillian on several occasions.”

      “The king? Why?”

      “Nemantia is heir to the throne. Odric wouldn’t let her visit a strange planet without assurance of her safety. His conversations with your mother are his due diligence.”

      I didn’t have any friends growing up, so this whole idea of parents talking to each other was new to me. I guess it made sense, but I wondered what they talked about. I snuffed out a flicker of self-consciousness before it grew any bigger. I didn’t have time to waste on negativity. Temnon helped me grow past my self-loathing, so I pledged right then and there to help him with his issues, whatever they were.

      “I’ll do it,” I promised. “I’ll be there for Temnon.”

      “Thank you, Agnes.” She patted her hands into her lap. “Now, any other concerns? About the mission, perhaps?”

      The prophecy, Sharir, and the warring tribes of Fourth Earth didn’t bother me anymore. Only Temnon’s happiness mattered.

      I stood up. “I’m good. I should get some sleep. Thanks for the talk. I feel better getting all that out of me.”

      Serene gave me a warm hug that filled me with comfort, and I needed a good store of comfort. Tomorrow, I traveled to the home planet of Sharir’s unfortunate prisoner.

      Delphinium Trendicles. The Seer.
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      An explosion of sand on pause—that’s how I’d describe my fulgurite. The placard outside the museum defined fulgurites as sculptures created when lightning struck a sandy beach. There were hundreds of fulgurite sculptures in this shrine to the Seer on Earth 15. Some were small and polished into glass, with twisting arms reaching in all directions. Some were like white sea coral with delicate, angled branches seeking the sky. Mine slanted ten feet up in a blast of energy. From the thick, diagonal main body, dozens more columns of the detonated sand blew straight upward to varying heights. It was neither polished, nor delicate, but an angry, coarse, raw depiction of my life.

      Not wanting to be rude, I stared at it, trying to express awe and respect, but my magical gift of truth took over my facial expressions. Yeah, I just looked confused. There were so many more important things I should be doing.

      The silver rattle I held vibrated as Kinza’s purple smoke drifted out and tenderly felt along every slope and crevice of the ugly fulgurite.

      “I can still feel the power.” The young genie’s smooth voice echoed from within the rattle’s egg-shaped bulb. “The bolt of lightning that created this masterpiece must have been massive.”

      About twenty people, dressed in simple tunics resembling potato sacs, murmured in agreement to her observation.

      Our, uh, hostess? Ambassador? Tour guide? I didn’t really know who she was since she never introduced herself. When we landed on Earth 15, the Seer’s home planet, she handed potato sacks to me and Maudine and ushered us into a crappy little hut to change. Without a word, she took us straight to this beautiful museum, but she seemed to be in charge.

      “What do you think, Arch Mage?” she asked me. She scurried up to my fulgurite and a flap of torn tunic flopped, exposing a triangle of pasty-brown skin tightly stretched over protruding ribs.

      The rest of the locals showed similar signs of malnutrition in their hollow cheeks and thin necks. All the other planets I’d visited had flourishing trade, well-organized governments, and trained wizards ready to dispel any loss or economic hardships. Except for this beautifully well-kept building, Earth 15’s population lived in conditions worse than the dark ages.

      “It’s, uh, big,” I responded as lamely as I felt.

      And dirty. A bit of dark dust fell from the fulgurite as Kinza’s smoke brushed the rough surface.

      Odd, I thought to myself. Everything else in here is spotless.

      “It’s positively spine-tingling,” Dame Maudine breathed, pausing from her work of comparing her version of the prophecy to the original.

      She expertly achieved a genuine expression of awed respect, but it was hard for me to take her seriously when she was dressed like a homeless beggar outside Camelot’s kitchen. I thought the spacious, artistically built museum housing the fulgurite display warranted a formal dress code. The inhabitants of Earth 15 seemed to revere this place, so I didn’t understand why they demanded we wear the gross tunics when gowns from First Earth fit the atmosphere better.

      Maudine reached out a hand toward the fulgurite, almost as if to touch the chaos of sand. “Think of the inspiration the Seer must have felt, finding this monument on her beach.”

      Maudine counted herself a devoted scholar of the Seer’s prophecies, and Kinza had been her literal best friend thousands of years ago. But me? Not so much. I knew she was a gazer, a wizard who could see the future. I knew she magically saw me, in my time, and predicted I would save all the Earths on the Jent Path from destruction. I even had waking dreams in which she communicated her sad plight to me. I pitied her for being the not-dead-but-not-alive prisoner of Sharir, but I found no inspiration in the blast of sand depicting my future.

      Bored with my ugly fulgurite, I sought out a prettier one. Six display stands over I found a gorgeous shape of polished, green glass. Within the glass, streaks of color heaved like an ocean.

      “What’s this one?” I asked Kinza.

      Her purple smoke played about the smooth glass. I remember this one because the fulgurite turned out so pretty. Delphi started polishing fulgurites that didn’t speak to her initially. This one revealed a prophecy as she smoothed the grains of sand. It is about Fourth Earth and the shortage of magic.

      “Oh, it’s Rein’s fulgurite,” I told her. “It’s so much prettier than mine.”

      Yes. The siren prince. I’ve always loved the story. An unusual man, a powerful woman—seems more a fairy tale than a prophecy.

      I walked around the shape, about the size of a pillow, and appreciated the swirling greens. Kinza’s purple smoke wove between the green glass and the Ademic characters explaining Rein’s destiny. Lost in the beauty of the glass, more and more of her smoke wafted from the rattle.

      I heard him sing when he saved me from the harpies. Enchanting. Will you tell me his history? Kinza’s tone rose in curiosity and interest.

      “His mom is a twisted witch. She lured the nicest human sailor into her underwater palace. Hawkins truly loved her, even in her nasty base form, and she stabbed him in the heart. It was so sad. The rest of the clan turned on her and supported Rein.”

      I’m certain they did, she said. Siren love is a rare and beautiful bounty. If the queen spurned it, she deserves exile. And is the prophecy correct? Is his magic more powerful with a human father?

      “Yes, his magic is amazing.”

      But that defies all knowledge of how magic is passed through families.

      “The Fulcrum doesn’t always play by the rules,” I pointed out. “Look at me.”

      Yes. Look at you. Kinza’s smoke curled, verging on pink again. Do you trust him?

      “It’s complicated.” I sighed.

      I told Kinza how Suelta’s interpretation of Rein’s prophecy spurred her to instruct Rein to kidnap me. And how Suelta brutally tried to force me to marry him. Kinza’s purple smoke followed the words on the placard below the smooth, green glass as she read softly to herself.

      The siren prince’s eternal union to a mage with the power of a world will end the flood of evil and the land will swell with heightened magic. Her smoke rose to my eye level. You’re a mage with the power of a world. I’d have come to the same conclusion.

      “Except that I’m not the mage in the prophecy. My gift of truth said so.”

      Kinza’s girly laugh rang. That may be true as things stand. We’ll see. She turned her smoke to the placard, musing the words out loud. Flood of evil. Delphi always used symbolism in her prophecies. The flood of evil could mean Sharir.

      “I hate symbolism,” I pouted, suddenly resenting having to come here when I had time to go home before continuing the fight for Fourth Earth. “It can mean anything. I can never see the truth until after it happens.”

      Aiyee, she giggled. Delphi’s writings must cause you misery. Her smoke took on a sad, blue hue. My friend Delphi, be brave—I’ll save you. I promise.

      Uncomfortable and helpless, I tugged at my scratchy tunic and returned to our lanky tour guide.

      “Can you explain how these”—I gestured to the hundreds of fulgurites—“helped the Seer with her gazing?”

      The tour guide practically trembled with ecstasy. “Indeed.”

      She proceeded to read an embossed placard mounted beneath my massive fulgurite with hushed, awed tones and glazed eyes.

      “Over five thousand years ago, the Seer graced our humble planet. Born near the sea, she often ran barefoot and carefree across pristine beaches as a child. Her divine parents kept close watch on the skies, always ready to bring their daughter away from the edge of the sea, where sudden storms rolled in and pelted the land with deadly shafts of lightning.”

      My spine jittered. Enraptured by the legend, the guide continued reading, unaware that she read a lie.

      “One fateful day, as the adventurous child approached the water, something deep beneath the sand called to her soul. Drawn by the undeniable whispers, she began to dig. It took the small child all day, but at sunset’s end, she held her prize—sand, fused by a penetrating bolt of lightning into a miracle of nature, her first fulgurite. Soon, her parents found her, still gazing into the shape. Upon hearing her name, she declared the future, and the Seer was unleashed.”

      The crowd bowed their heads in hushed awe. I crossed my arms in irritation. I wasn’t stupid. I already read the story on the placard the minute I got there. I knew the legend wasn’t true. The tour guide didn’t help me understand anything. Dame Maudine kindly elaborated for me.

      “Gazers often use an item to help them focus,” she said. “A pretty stone, or a crystal ball, for example. The items themselves hold no actual power. They merely inspire the gazer. Personally, I believe the item’s molecular resonance reacts to their magic. In the Seer’s case, each fulgurite inspired a different vision of the future.”

      Kinza joined in. She sometimes sat for days in front of these things, studying every grain of sand.

      Whatever worked for her. I focused only on how my ugly tunic kept falling backward. Worried someone might see down the gaping neck hole, I gathered the fabric around myself and held it in place with the scratchy material gathered in my fists.

      The lanky lady noticed my discomfort. “We thank you for sacrificing your traditional clothing,” she said. “The Seer is our most revered citizen. We emulate her by wearing what she wore and living how she lived.”

      They had to be kidding me. They chose to live this way? This wasn’t forced on them by famine or war? Why would anyone choose a life like this?

      Uff, Kinza said. You’ve chosen to emulate the wrong qualities. Delphi couldn’t wait to get away from her lazy parent’s hovel.

      “Who is Delphi?” asked the tour guide.

      Kinza’s wispy tendrils of smoke retreated from the sculpture and poured into a single, large cloud. Delphinium Trendicles? Kinza defined loudly. The Seer? You have a shrine dedicated to her, and you don’t know her name?

      The tour guide joined her fellows in a huddled mass. Her face hardened in doubt and paled in fear.

      Not noticing, or not caring, Kinza continued. You’re wrong about her parents, I’ll have you know. She told me they spent their time ignoring her. That’s why she went to the beach alone. Sometimes, they left her out there all night. She became a proficient gazer because the sand talked to her more than her own family.

      “Lies,” whispered the tour guide.

      My lie detector hadn’t buzzed when Kinza spoke, but it did at the tour guide’s accusation. Kinza’s vast cloud of smoke, plum in color, formed into the shape of a finger, which pointed at the tour guide.

      I speak no lies, her echoing voice insisted.

      The twenty ragged people whispered among themselves. I heard words like “blasphemy” and “heretics” among the hissing voices. Kinza’s smoke swelled in power and heated with passion.

      I knew Delphi, insisted Kinza. I met her on First Earth right after your planet was connected to the Jent Path. She was one of the first of your citizens to travel to another world. She was witty and fun. She loved trying new foods and dancing to music. People followed her like sheep, begging to know their future. She helped when she could, but eventually they grew so obsessed, she had to move on. She continued traveling, meeting people, and making allies—Kinza paused, and her color muted—and a few enemies.

      “The Seer’s name is sealed,” one person croaked in anger. “We are not worthy to speak it.”

      Aiyah. Kinza’s smoke retreated into her rattle. Coming here was a waste of time. Delphi would be so embarrassed by all of you. She never wanted to be worshipped.

      “No,” the tour guide blurted out, “we revere the Seer. We seek only to emulate her divine nature.”

      With that, the rattle jerked out of my hand, landing with a firm jangle on the hard floor, and unevenly rolled deep into the museum. I followed her, catching glimpses of complex displays, each with a placard detailing an equally complex prophecy. Kinza’s rattle stopped at a tiny, tube-shaped fulgurite tucked away in the back corner. The prophecy accompanying this dull tube had only five words.

      Misplaced honor will reverse growth.

      The handle of the rattle pointed to the brief prophecy.

      What does this one mean? she asked the locals who had filed after us.

      They whispered among each other, and some nudged the tour guide to the front of the group. She stammered a reply.

      “Not all of the Seer’s prophecies have been fulfilled at this time...”

      Kinza’s exasperated groan filled the museum and her rattle spun in a quick circle that reminded me of an eye roll.

      How can you be so blind? she accused. Delphi saw the future of her own people in this fulgurite. She saw you. She knew you would fixate on her fame and cease progressing. Cultures cannot remain static, don’t you see? If, as a people, you do not progress, you will regress. And you have. People in Delphi’s time created art, invented machines, and debated philosophy. What accomplishments have you achieved since Delphi’s time?

      They didn’t respond, only squirmed in embarrassment. Even the relatively bold tour guide lady stood in mortified silence.

      Uff, Kinza grunted. If you really want to honor the Seer, grow beyond the past. She already showed you how. She sought adventure and chased the future.

      For the longest time, the locals stared at the five words. Kinza had taken their world and set it spinning on a new trajectory. At least, I hoped she did. It hurt me to think of a single person making choices based on faulty information, let alone a whole society.

      “I think we have what we came for,” remarked Dame Maudine. “Unless”—she directed her gaze to the tour guide—“your people have any other records? Journals from the Seer? Or scholarly writings, perhaps? Anything else that might help our quest?”

      The tour guide fidgeted, newly aware of her uncomfortable tunic. “For the first time,” she murmured, “I wish we had.”

      “What about those old scrolls stored in the cave outside of the hamlet?” someone mentioned.

      “They are from before the Seer’s age,” the tour guide said. “They will be of no use to our guests, but...” she hesitated, lost in thought. “They may be of interest to us.”

      “There’s the garbled scroll,” a small man said.

      “It makes no sense even to me,” the tour guide scoffed.

      Maudine crossed to the man. “I love a bit of garble, and we’ve come all this way.”

      The man, eager to help, led us down a corridor to the rear of the museum. In a cluttered storage room, he pushed aside a weighted curtain covering an alcove in the back wall, and a clay pot fell from a shelf and cracked in two. The man kicked aside the unused rubbish and picked his way into the nook.

      “Here,” he said, thrusting a small, pointy fulgurite even uglier than mine and a thick scroll into Maudine’s hands.

      Maudine unrolled the scroll. Catching a glimpse of the writing, I froze in place.

      “I recognize individual words,” Maudine said, frowning at the symbols on the scroll. “But it is indeed garbled. What do all these symbols and numbers mean?”

      Transfixed, I took the scroll. “Maudine, I have to get this scroll home.”

      “I think not,” interrupted the tour guide. “You’ll ruin the Seer’s reputation with that nonsense. It is merely the ramblings of a fevered mind. Perhaps when the Seer lay ill.”

      The lie rattled inside me. I ran my finger under a line.

      While(pnum <= T_MAX){

      I didn’t know what it meant either, but I knew someone who did.

      “It isn’t nonsense,” I told the tour guide. “The Seer meant this for me.”

      Maudine’s wrinkles lifted, and she glowed with fascination. “How can you be sure it’s for you?”

      “I know,” I told Maudine, “because this is computer code.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back in the crappy changing hut, I practically dove into my pearly pink satin dress. I tucked Kinza’s rattle into my pocket and hugged the mysterious computer code scroll to my chest while Maudine finished dressing. She fiddled with her bindings.

      “Gracious,” she said. “The sky has gone so dark. I can’t even see my fingers.”

      A few distant rumbles of thunder rolled through the sky. It was going to rain. Perfect. I couldn’t wait to go home. The changing hut smelled like old dirt and rotting wood. The people of Earth 15 had magic, yet they lived in squalor, poverty, and intellectual stagnation. How sad. Dame Maudine stole several curious glances at me.

      “What thoughts are skipping through your brain?” she asked.

      I lifted my skirts from the dirt, uneasy and tense. “Why would anyone choose to live this way?”

      “Ah,” she said. “I thought your light seemed a bit on the dim side. These people based their culture on their understanding. It isn’t their fault they don’t know any better.”

      “Of course, it is,” I argued. “Delphi didn’t live like this. They want to emulate her—that’s fine, I get it, she was awesome. But why did they decide poverty and starvation were the best way to show reverence? She wasn’t exactly hiding, so why didn’t they study her accomplishments? Why base a whole culture on lies made up by her parents?” I huffed in frustration. “You can’t make a good judgement without the whole story.”

      “How intuitive of you. You’ve grown so much since I met you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She tilted her head ironically. “Didn’t you once tell me you had no intention of becoming a wizard? That you were better off going home and leaving us to our war? Wasn’t that decision based on limited information?”

      Crap. How many times had I regretted saying that? Now I was uneasy, tense, and embarrassed. The back of my neck felt prickly, and my legs felt crawly. I rubbed my thighs through the soft, pink satin of my dress.

      “You’re exactly right,” I said. “And that’s my point. I’m happy as a wizard. Now I want Delphi’s people to be happy. I wish I could just make them be normal.”

      “You can’t control others, dear.” Maudine shook the satin folds of her navy gown into place. “But you can hope Delphi’s descendants will self-correct their course because of Kinza’s well-reasoned chastisement.”

      “They might.” I squeezed the rattle in my pocket. “Nicely done, Kinza.”

      A huge flash lit the skies, and my hair stood on end. A boom of thunder shook the hut. Screams of alarm peeled in the air.

      Maudine looked up, wide-eyed, and a few wisps of her gray hair stood straight up. Her hands opened and greenish-gold life magic raced between her fingers.

      “I don’t think that is electricity,” she whispered in alarm. She hurried to the rotted wall of the hut and peered through a hole in the wooden slats. “Miss Kinza?”

      Deep inside my pocket, a tinny, telepathic voice breathed in alarm.

      Aiya, we are doomed. Sharir has found me.
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      Darkness blocked out the sun as surely as night, and the small hut trembled with each roar of thunder. I rushed to the door, but Maudine stopped me.

      “No, dearest,” she said. “If Sharir knew we were in this hut, we’d already be in his hands.”

      A simultaneous flash and crack of lightning pummeled the ground somewhere near us. My own yelp of startled fear joined the screams of Delphi’s people outside. I ran to the wall next to Maudine and pressed my face to the loose, rotted boards of the hut.

      Outside, lightning, wind, and rain pummeled the beautiful shrine to the Seer. Thick, violet bolts of power sliced into the shrine, carving it into sections, which tumbled to the ground, smashing anyone not fast enough to escape. Within seconds, the whole building collapsed in crumbled chunks of stone.

      The screams intensified, and people foolishly ran into their tiny huts. What were they thinking? Sharir crumbled a solid stone shrine. The flimsy huts weren’t going to protect anyone. Had they never fought a battle before? The little man who gave us the garbled scroll ran past our hut, his hands covering a bleeding wound on his head. The wild fear in his eyes told me, no, they had never been attacked before.

      He fell to his knees and cried to the heavens. “Almighty Seer! Save us! We implore you.”

      Sorrow clenched my shoulders. Poor guy. He didn’t know that Delphi needed saving just as much as he did.

      Deep and powerful, a voice shook the earth more violently than the massive cracks of thunder.

      “Where is my chosen mate?”

      I knew that voice. The anxiety I managed to control during months of battle on Fourth Earth suddenly seized me by the throat. I first heard Sharir months ago when Delphi connected to my mind and showed me her reality. Sharir didn’t shout, but his voice, larger than a world, strained my eardrums.

      “I have been watching this planet,” Sharir continued. “Deliver to me the jiniri, Her Illustriousness Kinza, Treasure of the Eternities. This planet contains little magic and no resources. I have no interest in it. Therefore, if you do not deliver her, I will destroy this pile of refuse you wallow in.”

      “Crud,” I said. “I saw something on my big fulgurite. I thought it was dust. It was a spell. Kinza, the spell felt your smoke and warned Sharir.”

      Aiyah.

      Shrieks of terror responded to Sharir’s request. People ran in every direction, futilely searching for cover. Deep in my heart, I knew battle experience wouldn’t help anything. There was nowhere on this planet to hide.

      I grew careless, Kinza lamented quietly. This is Delphi’s home world. He knows we were friends. It is obvious he would monitor this planet. He will kill Delphi’s people because of me. I cannot allow this. I will face him in battle. Agnes, you must evacuate this city.

      Another crack of thunder sounded. The village behind the ruins of the shrine burst into flame. The fire burned unnaturally hot and consumed the small, wooden huts despite the heavy rain.

      High above the shrine, carved in dark, roiling clouds, Sharir’s shrewd face scanned his scurrying victims for any sign of Kinza. His black-rimmed eyes and sharp eyebrows remained relaxed in spite of the torment he caused the people below. His high cheekbones, sharp nose, and jawline contrasted in rigid lines against the clouds. A thin mustache fell past his mouth into a tidy curl.

      Last time I saw him, he wore an earring as big as a Ferris wheel. Was it weird that I noticed it missing today?

      “If you wish to save your planet,” he boomed, “surrender the jiniri to me now. I am not accustomed to waiting.”

      With a crunch of wood, the rooftops of a thousand flimsy huts ripped from their walls and spun into the sky, trailing flames. Like popcorn, a thousand more roofs exploded upward. Sharir searched for any sign of Kinza.

      Place my rattle on the ground, Agnes, Kinza said. Before any more of Delphi’s people die, I will face him. He must pay for slaying my father, my kin, and my kind.

      The earth shook again, and a fissure raced around the shrine and past the village.

      Beneath the massive atmosphere crackling with genie magic, I felt another magic. I turned, and Maudine stood, her magic swirling about her.

      “No, Kinza. You are going to run,” she ordered, firm and unyielding. “I will distract him. You two take a Jent Path and leave here the moment I attack.”

      This is a matter between genies, Kinza said.

      “On the contrary, dear.” Maudine’s eyes grew hard, and her magic swirled around her whole body. “This particular matter belongs to all of us. Sharir must never get a hold of you or Agnes. Now do as I say. Your capture will give him an advantage we can’t afford.”

      Kinza paused. For a few seconds, my whole body prickled with the sheer volume of magic swirling around the tiny, rotted changing hut.

      Then Kinza answered, Uff. You are right, but it pains me to leave you here.

      My brain finally caught up to what was happening. “What? No!”

      In a sudden surge of life magic, Maudine’s old, wrinkled body reverted to her warrior queen days. She grew taller and younger, and dark hair sprouted from her head.

      “Don’t worry yourselves about me,” she said. “I’ve fought a battle or two, and my power has had nearly four hundred years to mature.”

      She grabbed me and shoved the corrected prophecy, the garbled scroll, and the ugly little fulgurite into the deep pockets of my pink gown.

      “I’m counting on you,” she told me. “Get this scroll to Odric. He needs the corrected information to foil Sharir. Four tasks, one mistake, and one discovery; we need them all to succeed. Focus on Fourth Earth for now.”

      “But Maudine, you can’t—”

      “Enough, Agnes,” she said, and she sounded like she meant it. “You have to survive. As does Kinza. If either of you fall to Sharir, the universe will follow. Besides, my dearling, I believed from the beginning you are the one to save us all. Over the last year or so, that belief has firmed into a solid conviction. If I can help you achieve your destiny, I’ll happily do it. Besides, I owe Sharir a good pounding for ordering that lying lizard Pyranathos to kill my only son.”

      With that, Dame Maudine, delightfully demented great-grandmother and warrior queen, bravely walked out of the hut to face the Master of Time and Space.

      “Oh no, no, no. This can’t be happening,” I stammered to myself.

      Between the slats, I watched the huge fissure race around the village. Sharir used his magic to carve around the whole city, as though he intended to snatch it right off the planet. The ground shifted under the feet of the running citizens, causing them to fall into the deep, cracked earth.

      But then an army of trees, sparkling with green nature magic, marched on their roots to the fissures. Enlivened with life magic, the roots reached across the fissure, and stitched the broken earth back together.

      “Who dares interfere?” asked Sharir.

      I clapped my hands over my ears. I guessed he noticed Maudine.

      Agnes, we must go, Kinza said. Maudine is distracting him.

      “No,” I gasped, triggering my crossbow. “I can’t leave her here.” More green magic flew to the sky, and a flock of small, black birds grew to the size of jumbo jets. The birds attacked Sharir, but their dive-bombing beaks simply passed through his cloudy face. Oh yeah, he was made of storm.

      All around my crumbling hut, the shrieks of people succumbing to the fires, or winds, or lightning rattled in my head. They were dying by the hundreds.

      “I have to do something. People are dying.”

      There is no help on this backward planet, Kinza said. We must go now.

      I ignored Kinza. If physical attacks wouldn’t work against the storm genie, what would? Light shield? Could I make one big enough to trap him? What did Maudine have planned for him?

      “Just wait a second,” I told Kinza with a flare of hope. “Maudine can change his DNA. She could turn him into a bunny or something. then she can kill him.”

      She cannot. It isn’t possible. Please, Agnes. Do not waste Maudine’s sacrifice.

      Sacrifice? Did Kinza mean...? Did Maudine intend...? My poor brain didn’t dare complete the thoughts. What was about to happen was too horrible to face.

      “I’ll make a light shield,” I said. “I have the power of a whole world. I’ll make a light shield big enough to enclose him.”

      Aiyah! Don’t be a fool, Agnes. You have the magic but not the energy. The shield would fail before you completed it.

      Drat it all. What could I do? Steal energy from somewhere?

      The army of trees, rooted in the fissure, swelled and grew. Branches laced with thick leaves reached to the sky. Soon, the branches enclosed most of Sharir’s face.

      “Maudine is going to trap him,” I crowed with joy. “She had the same idea as I did.”

      No, cried Kinza, her fear and desperation clear, she is blocking his view from us. Please, Agnes, we must open a Jent Path now! We won’t get another chance.

      Still hoping Maudine would conjure a miracle, my hand drifted to my thigh. Beneath the satin skirt, I felt my Aether Stones tucked neatly in their pouch. The moment I touched them, I knew I couldn’t leave Maudine.

      Before I pulled my hand away, a pulse of magic radiated from the rattle. “Second Earth!” Kinza shouted out loud.

      A golden circle opened beneath me, and I fell into the Jent Path.

      “Kinza!” I yelled as the magic of the Jent Path pulled me away from Maudine. “Not yet! Not without Maudine!”

      I’m sorry, she said. It was the only choice.

      I turned in the Jent Path, desperate to get back to Maudine. From space I saw what she was up against. The shining planet was barely visible under a massive storm of dark clouds. All over the planet flashes of lightning lit the storm every few seconds. Maudine was somewhere in the middle of that storm—a speck of dust compared to the genie’s power.

      I fired magic behind me, fighting against the pull of the Jent Path. Like swimming upriver, my frantic jetting only slowed my departure. I knew switching directions in a Jent Path was possible, but I stupidly never asked how it was done.

      “How do I go back?” I yelled to Kinza. “Maudine needs our help.”

      Kinza didn’t answer. Maybe she didn’t know what to say. Or maybe she refused to help me.

      Violet bursts of lightning threw the massive storm cloud into relief, showing layer upon layer of awful genie power. Judging by the widespread bolts of lightning, Sharir rained down catastrophic destruction on all the villages, not just the one surrounding the Seer’s shrine.

      Directly below me, a swirl of greenish gold nature magic burst through the dark cloud. Confronted with the lively power, the black clouds fell back.

      That magic could come from only one person. My quirky, adopted grandma, the warrior queen, lived up to her legendary title. Tropical storm Maudine blew against the black clouds, pushing them away from her. She was winning—winning!

      “Take that, jerkface!” I yelled into the Jent Path.

      Green magic continued to twinkle amid the storm clouds. I really had no idea how strong Maudine was. I was blown away by her energy and stamina. The nature magic, filled with life, fought against the black clouds for several minutes.

      “Go, Maudine!” I cheered. “You blast that jerk!”

      Off to the side of the planet, a giant, black vortex formed and swirled with tainted magic. I’d seen the vortexes before. It was a portal created by Sharir. He didn’t need Jent Paths to travel through space. The storm cloud slowly moved into the vortex and Maudine’s nature magic ceased twinkling.

      She did it! Maudine drove away the Overlord of Demonkind. I knew she could!

      “Yeah, Maudine!” I shouted with total elation. “You woooonlb.”

      Oh. Oh, no.

      I lied. If Maudine didn’t win...

      A huge hunk of rock burst through the cloud of darkness and hurled past me, spinning weightlessly. Startled, I stopped jetting against the pull of the Jent Path. The chunk followed me as I sailed backward. Huts, tables, and shredded remains of a village, no longer held down by gravity, drifted away from the rock. Remnants of the backward civilization became entombed in the frozen vastness of space.

      Horrified, I forced myself to look back to Earth 15. Sharir’s black cloud poured into the vortex, and the sun reflected off what was left. The planet was gone. Only great chunks of earth hung in its place. The smaller chunks flew off in various directions. Earth 15 had been reduced to asteroids and planetary rubble. Sharir had done the unthinkable. He destroyed a world. Obliterated it, simply because Kinza was there.

      “No,” I whispered. “He couldn’t.”

      The glowing core of the planet, now exposed to space, cooled quickly. Was there a sun larva inside that planet? Did Sharir’s callous act cause a colony to fail?

      “Frack!” I cursed. “There was no sun larva inside Earth 15,” I yelled in desperation.

      Truth. I sagged in relief. Very few planets didn’t house a sun larva. Sharir said Earth 15 didn’t have much magic. Maybe that was why.

      I reengaged my magic. Once again, I jetted against the flow of the Jent Path, waiting. A bit of carved stone, ironically depicting a landscape of a beach being pelted by lightning bolts, floated past the Jent Path. I recognized it from the Seer’s shrine.

      Agnes, Kinza whispered to my mind, her telepathy wrapped in tragic sadness.

      “He’s the most evil monster that ever existed,” I said.

      Yes. He is. Why do you wait here? Please, let’s leave this doomed place.

      I blinked in surprise. “I’m waiting for Maudine to catch up.”

      A telepathic sob of grief entered my mind. Maudine isn’t coming, Agnes. The world is destroyed.

      I gagged. Almost as if my body rejected the concept. At the same time, my brain realized I didn’t hear a lie. Maudine wasn’t coming? But that meant...

      “Maudine!” I screamed.

      Then I burst into tears. She couldn’t be gone. She just couldn’t. The palace would never be the same without her. She gave comfort in the midst of pain and guidance when all was lost. She was the extended family I lacked, the one who reminded me daily how much she cherished me with all her adorable nicknames.

      How could I tell her family? Poor Temnon! He was already struggling with Thayn’s death. What would the death of his great-grandmother do to him? This was all my fault. I wished people would stop sacrificing themselves to save me.

      It’s my fault, Kinza whispered. Tragic acknowledgement hung heavy on every word. A whole planet of people, dead, because of me. I should have stayed hidden forever in Maudine’s library.

      I shoved my hand in my pocket and wrapped my fist around the corrected prophecy. I wished with all my heart it never existed. No. I wished Sharir never existed. If he didn’t exist, the prophecy would never have been written.

      Deep inside my chest, my own magic spoke to me. Then you would still be Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, self-loathing burn victim.

      “AAAAHH!” I screamed into the Fulcrum.

      It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t I have the benefits of being a wizard without suffering through the trials that came with it?

      Life sucked. And it didn’t.

      Feeling like my brain and heart were going to explode, a little, yet perfect, truth pressed its way to my lips.

      “You didn’t kill those people, Kinza,” I told her. “Sharir did. Sharir caused all this pain and misery. And he’s going to pay for it all. Whether it’s us, or final judgement, or pure, basic karma, he’s going to pay.”
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      Fear, grief, and a healthy dose of anger stirred inside me the whole long trip from the destroyed planet of Earth 15 to Second Earth. My own home world glowed a gorgeous, peaceful blue as we approached. The Jent Path curved toward the Pacific Ocean, where a huge thunderstorm pelted the water.

      “Oh, crap,” I yelled. “Sharir followed us here.”

      Calm yourself, Kinza said, her voice still dripping with sadness. That storm is simply a storm. Sharir cannot find this world. Believe me. Thousands of years ago I saw his frustration and rage as he tried. Because magic was banned, Second Earth is hidden to him. This is why he tasked Vi Lorina with finding it instead of destroying it himself to prevent your birth.

      I guessed that made sense. The Jent Path delved into the thick clouds and a piece of me clenched in irrational fear. Below the storm, we fell to a small, tropical island. Winds whipped the palm trees and the freshwater spring overflowed with rain.

      Still insubstantial, Kinza and I passed through the island and dropped into my super-secret Apex built into the bedrock. A thin layer of dust coated all my furniture. I hadn’t been there in months. Outside the glass wall that held out the sea, the water churned in the storm. The usual ensemble of tropical fish were probably hiding from the storm in the coral, but Fido, the great white shark Rein instructed to guard the island, plowed through the tossing ocean.

      The moment my feet hit the rug, I dashed to my desk where a large diamond sat on a velvet stand. I picked it up with both hands. My traveler’s fire.

      A gift from Regent Menneth, the leader of the dragon world, the gem glittered with the light of flames dancing inside the faceted surface. Travelers were a special type of dragon. They built up magic inside their huge bodies until it grew powerful enough to pop them to another world anywhere in the universe. With this magic, they could communicate with their home world, Third Earth.

      Regent Menneth figured out how to encase the magic in a gem and use it as an intergalactic cellphone. Because I saved his planet from the evil plot of Pyranathos and his dragon radicals, the regent rewarded me with one of the rare gems.

      This was my first time using it. I focused as hard as I could on the person I wished to contact. If I did it right, I’d reach her on any planet.

      Even a shattered one.

      I pictured Dame Maudine’s face in my mind. With all my heart, I wished to speak to her. The traveler’s fire glowed so intensely, I squinted, but nothing happened. No window surrounded by glittering magic opened. My heart sank. Traveler’s fires couldn’t contact the afterlife.

      “Did I do it wrong?” I asked.

      I heard a sigh from the rattle. I don’t believe so.

      I couldn’t accept that Maudine was dead. She’d lived nearly four hundred years. She’d never let the being responsible for her son’s death get the better of her. An idea popped into my head, and a sliver of hope shone in the darkness.

      “Maybe she took a different path. Do these things work in Jent Paths?”

      I lifted the gem again, this time focusing on King Odric. Moments later, the traveler’s fire shot out of the gem and opened a window surrounded by fierce glitters. In the center of the window, King Odric, sitting on his jade throne, turned to face me.

      “Regent Menneth. This is...” he began, but then he blinked in startled realization. “Arch Mage Agnes?”

      A few movements in the background told me he was holding court. Not wanting to blurt out the destruction of a planet and the loss of Maudine to a whole room full of civilians, I kept it vague.

      “Sorry to disturb you, King Odric, but I have news.”

      Odric’s official king voice rose above the chatter in the background. “We will resume this at a more convenient time. Excuse us for now.”

      Odric subtly held up a finger as he watched the nobles leave. Taking that as a sign to wait, I waited. I heard the great golden doors shut, and he turned to me.

      “Did Maudine come home?”

      “No,” he said slowly and with great suspicion. “Why?”

      Anxiety tried to strangle me again. Why didn’t I think this out before calling him? How should I say it? Sorry, but your grandmother is probably dead because I ran like a chicken and left her to fight an all-powerful genie by herself. Oh, and Earth 15 is toast now.

      “Uh,” I said. “Things didn’t go great on Earth 15. Sharir showed up.”

      Odric paled. I mean, I actually saw the blood drain from his face.

      “Where are you now?” he asked.

      “My Apex. With Kinza.” I had to harden my throat to keep my voice from cracking. “Maudine distracted Sharir while we left.”

      Odric gave a curt nod, and then stared straight ahead while drumming his fingers on his throne. “You tried to contact Maudine with your traveler’s fire?”

      “Yes. It didn’t connect to her.”

      Another curt nod.

      “Summon Princess Nemantia at once.”

      I assumed he spoke to a sentry. When he turned back to me, his face seemed hard, like he etched a calm expression out of sheer will power.

      “Did she find the original prophecy?”

      “Yes. She made the corrections. Sharir came just as we were getting ready to leave. She gave it to me and told me and Kinza to run.”

      “That is good. And Earth 15? Do you know anything about their fate?”

      I couldn’t control the cracking this time. With a sob, I blurted, “He broke it. I saw it when he left. The planet was in pieces. Nothing but floating chunks.”

      Odric cursed and leaned his head into his hands. To see him like that opened the floodgates and streams of tears poured down my cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry, King Odric. I wanted to stay and help her.”

      He jerked his head up and flashed a conflicted smile. “Agnes, you did the right thing. Maudine was right to send you away. She is always, maddeningly, relentlessly right. Never blame yourself for doing the right thing, even if doing so results in unpleasant side effects.”

      “My brain knows that,” I said, still choking on my sadness, “but my heart just doesn’t get it.”

      “I understand how you feel.”

      “So, what do I do now?”

      He took a deep breath and regained his composure. “Destroying a planet must take an enormous amount of energy. Even for Sharir. Miss Kinza, is it correct to assume he’ll need time to recuperate?”

      Yes, Kinza said with a sniff.

      Odric gave a stiff nod, then continued. “Agnes, if I were you, I’d spend a few hours with your family. With or without Maudine, this war must go on. Because of her actions, we still have hope. Our priorities have not changed. You must unite the clans for Fourth Earth. Hug your mother, restock your weapons, and return to fulfill the prophecy. Don’t tell your loved ones about Earth 15 or your mission on Fourth Earth. We don’t want to increase their worry.”

      “Keep it quiet? How can I? After Maudine sacrificed herself for me and Kinza?”

      Odric gave me a weak chuckle. “We are not sure she’s dead. This isn’t the first time she has disappeared. Nemmy will be able to tell us for certain.”

      Oh, yeah. Nemantia was a necromancer. She could contact spirits in the afterlife. If Maudine wasn’t beyond the gate in the spirit realm, then there was a good chance she escaped before Sharir blew up the planet. That made me feel a lot better.

      Or she didn’t escape and was now stuffed in a small, round prison cell just like the Seer. Crud.

      “I do hope she returns,” Odric said, drumming his fingers again. “She understood the symbolism in the prophecy better than anyone. Even with the corrections, we still need someone to interpret the symbolism.”

      I hoped she came back too.

      I took a few minutes to get control of myself. I didn’t want Mom getting all upset over things that couldn’t be changed.

      Once I dried my face, I grabbed the mouse at my computer and woke it up. The screen lit up Kymm’s computer lab, but it was a mess. Half-empty takeout cartons piled high on her desk and the bank of servers in the background were dark with inactivity.

      “Kymm?” I asked.

      She didn’t appear in front of the screen. I didn’t expect her to be there. She had better things to do than stare at my Apex waiting for me to show up. I plugged my watch into the computer port to download the pictures it had taken and recharge. Here on Second Earth, my cell phone worked better than traveler’s fire. I grabbed it from its cord, but I couldn’t remember my passcode. My brain was so full of destroyed planets, prophecies, and missing great grandmothers, I forgot how to use my own phone. Luckily, while I stared at the blank screen, it ran a biometric scan on my eyes and opened with a blue gleam. I sent a quick text to Kymm and Colucci, then called Mom on a face-to-face app.

      She answered with a very business-like greeting. “Bounteous Harvest Foundation. Lillian speaking.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      A loud clatter and distant exclamation rattled from the phone’s speaker, and the screen showed the bottom of a chair. I guess I startled her. She dropped the phone.

      A few seconds later she smiled on the screen. “Agnes, are you home?” She hurried through a door and cupped her hand around her mouth. “Last week, Odric sent word you were alive but couldn’t give me any details. Is everything okay?”

      “A lot happened, but I’m okay. Where are you? Can I come see you?”

      “Yes! Yes, of course, give me a second.” I heard her apologize to someone and a door slammed. “I’m trying to find an empty room,” she explained. “I’m in Sydney. This conference center is huge and filled to the brim. We’re at an international charities convention.”

      “Cool,” I said.

      “How is the mission going?”

      A memory of Maudine popped into my head. She warned me to be careful at home, because Pyranathos might come here where no one was looking for him.

      “Lift the phone over your head,” I told her.

      The Dragon of Lies couldn’t hide the true size of his shadow. Mom did what I asked, and I caught sight of her shadow on the floor. Normal size. If Pyranathos was on Second Earth, he wasn’t posing as my mom. However, if at any time he’d used his disguise as Thayn to find my planet, he might lead his boss here.

      I pulled the phone away from my face and tested the truth.

      “Pyranathos knows how to get to Second Eyeafff.”

      I guessed he was too busy trying to destroy Third Earth to find a connection to mine. Very few people had an Aether Stone connected to my home. Not even Regent Menneth had one. I was relatively certain Second Earth was still hidden. Good thing, too. I didn’t want Sharir to come here once he recovered.

      I lifted the phone back up to my face and resolved to be secretive about my mission. It would help me not mention Maudine as well—I’m not sure I could control my tears if I started talking about her.

      “The mission is pretty desperate. I only have an hour or two. I’ve missed you, Mom.”

      She pressed her lips together and charged with determination to a heavy door. She opened it and coughed with an insistent, hoarse rattle. A second later, a man with a disgusted expression darted past her out of the room. She set down the phone, showing me a white-tiled ceiling, and I heard a chair scraping across the floor.

      “Are you sick?”

      “Nope,” she said, “just trying to get us some privacy. Pretending to have a virus is a great way to clear a room.” She appeared on the screen again, smiling and brushing her long hair out of her face. “Okay, sunshine. The door is blocked. You can transport here safely.”

      I hung up, grabbed my arch mage crest, and concentrated on Mom’s lovely, tanned face. Blocking out all other influences, including my aversion to the dizziness and vomiting I’d come to expect on Fourth Earth, I let my longing to see my mom carry me to her. My vision blurred, and for the briefest moment, my stomach heaved, but then I sailed through my own delightfully normal atmosphere to Sydney, Australia, and into a plain, stark conference room.

      “Eeeee!” Mom squealed, hurtling to me before the blue liquid light splashed on the floor.

      “Hi, Mom!” I hugged her hard.

      “You’re so thin,” she said, lifting me off the safety platform. “Did you lose all the weight you’d gained?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe some. Transportation sickness sucks.”

      “What’s that?”

      I explained the thickness of Fourth Earth’s unique atmosphere and how it made transporting so miserable while I dragged her over to a small closet containing audio equipment. Perfect. I cast an enchantment on the door, connecting it to my arch mage crest and turning it into a mage door. I wished for my Apex and opened the door.

      “What about Dr. B?” I glanced past her to the chair blocking the entrance to the conference room. “Isn’t he here, too?”

      “I’m sorry, sunshine, but he’s presenting in some international border negotiations. We’re trying to get aid into countries with stubborn governments. Their citizens are in real need. Can’t you stay longer? He could see you during the lunch break.”

      Tempted, I hesitated, but Nemantia could tell me if Maudine was dead or not. Besides, Fourth Earth’s future and fulfilling the prophecy took precedence over a visit with my mentor.

      “I have to get back.”

      We entered my Apex and I shut the door behind us. Now, if anyone opened the audio closet door in Australia, they would only find audio equipment.

      Almost immediately, Mom said, “Wish for your bedroom in New York.”

      “Why?” I asked, following her directions.

      “I have a surprise for you there,” she said.

      I brightened and yanked the door open to my bedroom in Dr. B’s New York mansion. “Ms. Chippy?”

      “Oh, no, hon,” Mom said, sounding sorry she led me on. “Ms. Chippy is in Mexico on business for the foundation.”

      “Aw,” I whined. I’d hoped for a hug and a buffet of Mexican cooking. No Dr. B, and no Ms. Chippy. My best friend had better be around. “Is Sadie there?”

      “She’s still in London. Her skincare branch of her mother’s company is booming. Send her a text. If she’s near the closet she gave you in her mom’s building, she can meet us in your bedroom.”

      Thumbs on my cell screen, I texted Sadie and opened the door to my bedroom closet. I guess not all my Second Earth knowledge had left me. Sadie’s mother was a British fashion designer and a partner in Sadie’s amazing skincare line. Of course, no one on Second Earth other than my team and family knew Sadie’s secret ingredient was my magic and a spell that erased blemishes.

      I left the closet door open. If Sadie had time, she could enter the enchanted door in London and come straight to New York.

      Mom sat on the bed next to a box wrapped in red paper and topped with a bow.

      “What’s that?” I asked, eyeing the box curiously.

      “Your birthday present.”

      My—what the snap? I looked at my wrist before remembering my watch had been dead for ages and was now charging in my Apex. I pulled out my phone to check the date. October 3rd. I counted the months on my fingers. I’d been seventeen for nearly four months. Mind blown, I walked to the window to see autumn leaves drifting through the setting sun.

      “I hoped you’d make it home for your birthday,” Mom admitted. “We had a party and everything. Ms. Chippy cooked for three solid days. We had to make an excuse that you decided to go to school in London. Sadie sends an email every week with your name on it to keep Ms. Chippy happy.”

      I’d been fighting Suelta’s constant attacks for six months. Six freaking months.

      “Fourth Earth doesn’t have seasons,” I muttered, trying to explain where the time had gone. “The atmosphere acts like a greenhouse. The clouds move in every ten days and dump rain, but their days are longer than ours, so I get mixed up.”

      “Every ten days exactly?” Mom sounded envious. “No food shortages then. Their crop production must be very efficient.”

      “Rain doesn’t matter when there isn’t enough land to farm. The lack of magic doesn’t help.”

      So many troubles. How could I ever unite a planet when the clans were just trying to survive? Not even Maudine’s life magic could fix it. If she were still alive.

      “You okay, sunshine?”

      It was the second time she asked. This time I thought about it. I’d been so busy running to the next battle I had no time to process. Six months since Temnon’s grandfather, Thayn Rayden, was found murdered in the tombs beneath Regent Menneth’s dragon court. Six months since Temnon dumped me before I showed him the truth—Pyranathos, the Dragon of Lies, had taken Thayn’s appearance and betrayed humankind and dragonkind alike. Six months since I’d seen Mom, or Dr. B, or Ms. Chippy, or Sadie. I’d endured battles, intrigue, secret plans, and now I’d actually seen Sharir’s power shatter a planet and kill billions of people.

      “Not really,” I admitted.

      Then, just like the old days before yet another surgery, I cried and let my mom hear all my complaints. I omitted the details but expressed how sad and scared I was. After an hour of emotional venting, I felt loads better.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said, wiping my face on a brocade pillow from my bed. “I needed a good, cleansing cry.”

      “Maybe I’ll keep you here for a few weeks,” she said. “You’ve earned a few personal days.”

      “Nah. I’m good now,” I said. “Besides, focusing on what’s happening in front of me makes it hard to remember what I’m missing at home.”

      “You aren’t missing anything,” she said. “We are all just fine. Odric keeps us updated, so don’t worry about us.”

      “Wish he kept me updated,” I grumbled, resenting how much I’d missed. “Maybe I should take my traveler’s fire to Fourth Earth so I can use it to call you.”

      “Regent Menneth’s gift?” Mom looked scandalized. “No, honey. It’s too valuable and you know it. Just the diamond alone—but it’s also full of dragon’s fire? It can’t fall into enemy hands. Second Earth is cut off from the rest of the magical worlds, so it’s relatively safe here. You leave it in your Apex and let Odric get messages through.” She picked up my forgotten present and handed it to me. “Now open it. It’s been waiting long enough, don’t you think?”

      I peeled back the red paper and flipped up the lid of the box. It contained a necklace, silver, or platinum, maybe. A delicate curve of an infinity sign with a small diamond in the center hung from the chain. I lifted it from the box.

      “It’s from your dad,” Mom said, voice cracking slightly. “He bought it the day you were born. He wanted to give it to you on your eighteenth birthday.”

      “But I’m only seventeen.”

      “You have left the nest,” she said. “Not the way we expected, but you have. That’s the same as turning eighteen. Read the card.”

      Under the necklace lay a folded bit of cardstock. In dad’s tidy handwriting it said, No matter where you go, or what you do, I will love you for infinity.

      I couldn’t believe it. He wrote this over seventeen years ago—before the fire that killed him and gave me my scars. He had no idea how much this meant to me. Especially with the prophecy, and the fighting, and Sharir weighing me down. With trembling fingers, I attached the chain’s clasp around my neck and drifted to the vanity.

      I traced the curving infinite sign with my finger. “I love it.”

      Mom smiled, tender tears glistening in her hazel eyes as she joined me by the mirror. “I can’t believe how you’ve changed in six months,” she noted. “You look so much older.”

      It was my dark eyes. They were battle-hardened and less like a scared kid.

      Mom stroked my white hair, now long enough to tickle my shoulders. “And look how long your hair has grown. You are so beautiful.”

      It was a slight exaggeration. Only the hair in the back hung down my neck, but the rest of it was a solid five inches. I had to brush my bangs out of my eyes sometimes. Maybe I should get a haircut while I was here. The silver infinity sign hung in the center of my chest, framed by my scarred neck and pink, satin gown. I was proud to wear those scars now. I was a completely different person than the one Temnon saved in the mansion at Boston University.

      I hugged Mom again, sank to my bed, and told her all about Temnon. How his mother worried about him, and how his magic faded with each passing battle.

      She listened to me until Sadie ran through the mage door from London. I almost didn’t recognize her. Sophisticated ash highlights streaked her blonde hair. She wore red lipstick and a periwinkle coat reminiscent of the long coats Temnon wore in the palace.

      “Ags, luv!”

      She swooped over to give me a kiss-kiss European greeting. Before I asked why she spoke with a British accent instead of the familiar California one, she blazed on, talking at full speed.

      “I’m perfectly spiffed to see you. I left my date with Stewart mid-kiss, but I’ll make it up to him. Up you pop so I can see your gown. I adore the color. Pink is popular at the palace now? Gracious, pet, your muscle tone is divine. You must tell me your secret. And your bracelet—do all the nobles wear them that thick now? It’s rather like a medieval bracer.”

      “Sadie,” Mom shook her head. “You’re stuck in British mode again.”

      I raised one eyebrow and stared intently at my best friend. “Stewart?”

      She melted into her normal self. “Well, I had to dump Greyson. He loved me as a doting girlfriend with eyes only for him. I think he got jealous of the world-traveling entrepreneur I’ve become.”

      “Okay. I get that, but—Stewart? Isn’t he the chemistry student you talked into helping with your face cream?”

      Sadie held up a manicured finger to my face. “Never discount a science geek, Ags. Eventually, they grow into themselves, and the smart ones change the world. Besides, Stewart is so thrilled I’m dating him, there is no chance he’ll ever cheat on me. Geeks are totally loyal. At least my geek is.”

      I threw my arms around her. “I’ve missed you so much, Sades.”

      “Seriously, though,” she said, grunting under the pressure of my arms. “Your muscle tone is amazing.”

      I released her, smirking painfully. “Constant battles will do that.”

      I didn’t want to talk about Fourth Earth, but I gave her a brief, vague recap. I completely left out Sharir, Earth 15, and Maudine’s probable death. She panicked when I told her I had to go right back.

      “Can you please magic another vat of cream first?” she begged. “We ran out weeks ago. I’ve been working with the marketing department to create a shortage scare, but there really is a shortage. At least a shortage of the enchanted cream. Please?”

      I didn’t want to waste time running around London, but since Sadie’s business was funding my arch mage activities, I had to figure out a way to make it happen. I pointed to her designer bag.

      “What have you got in there?”

      She dumped it out, and I grabbed a glass dropper bottle full of a thick liquid.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Sandalwood oil. For my dry knuckles.” Sadie displayed her smooth, not-dry knuckles.

      “Sterile?”

      “Of course.”

      I let my light magic flood into the bottle. Even though I didn’t need to say the spell out loud, I said a few words in Latin for Sadie’s benefit.

      “Facere epidermai omnes inclusive.” The bottle glowed, and I handed it back to Sadie. “There you go. Just add a drop of oil, and the enchantment will extend to the whole vat.”

      Sadie held the dropper bottle like it was pure gold. In truth, it was probably worth a lot more than gold.

      Business concluded, the three of us chatted and laughed together for an hour. How I’d missed them, my family.

      Unfortunately, my phone rang. It was Kymm, and she sounded excited.

      “Mysterious scroll from an ancient gazer on Earth 15? Written in computer code? Meet me at the lab. Like, now.”

      Mom and Sadie came with me to Kymm’s underground computer lab in Washington, DC. None of us were ready to say goodbye.

      On the other side of the mage door, Kymm was on the phone.

      “Thanks, Max,” she said into the mouthpiece, swiveling in her chair to grin at me. “This makes us even. I’ll be back to work as soon as I can.” She hung up and danced over to me for a hug. “Oh, I’ve been so bored!”

      “I can tell,” I said, looking pointedly at the stacks of trash on her desk.

      “You don’t understand,” she complained. “Work holds no interest for me anymore. I can’t get motivated no matter how shifty the suspect. Polygraph tests have become nothing more than tedious torture. Without magic, my life has no joy.”

      “What about Colucci? Don’t you help with his cases?”

      “Yes, but it takes me all of thirty seconds to track down whatever he’s looking for.” Kymm shoved her glasses up her nose and held out her hands with eagerly wiggling fingers. “Gimme.”

      I pulled the scroll from the deep pockets of my gown. Bouncing with excitement, Kymm clapped her hands and swept the trash from her desk onto the floor.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Mom said, grabbing a trash can from the corner to clean it up.

      “The prophecy has been waiting for me longer than the trash.” Kymm spread the ancient scroll on a scanner, aligning the corners with care.

      “Not by much,” Mom muttered, dropping a moldy carton of half-eaten Chinese takeout into the can.

      “Is Colucci coming?” I asked Kymm. “I need to restock my weapons.”

      “He’ll be thrilled,” she said, stroking the thin leather of the scroll. “I saw him a second ago in parking. He should be here any second.”

      Sure enough, Colucci’s heavy footsteps descended a metal staircase, and the detective turned private investigator joined us with half a smile.

      “About time you showed up, Agnes.” He flicked a chewed-up toothpick into the trashcan and glared at Kymm. “I thought I’d have to buy Kymm a puppy.”

      I didn’t get it and looked to Mom for help. She tilted her head at Kymm, who obsessively hunched over the scroll. “Kymm’s been a bit, well, let’s call it, depressed.”

      “Sulking like a toddler locked out of a candy store,” said Colucci.

      “Scanner isn’t working on this leathery stuff,” Kymm said. “I’ll have to enter it by hand, but it looks like a schematic. Directions for building a program, I think. And I’m not depressed—I’m bored. There’s a difference.”

      “You walk around like an empty husk.” Colucci leaned over the computer monitor. “I know plenty of vets doing the exact same thing. One minute you’re saving innocent lives and the next, you’re useless. Talk about a good reason to be depressed.”

      “I’m not depressed...” Kymm started, but the clacking keys of her computer keyboard drowned out her thoughts.

      “Aaand she’s gone.” Colucci chuckled at me. “Sucked in by your latest puzzle. Kid, you’re the best thing that could have happened to a genius like her. Now, how can I help?”

      “I’m out of grenades,” I said. “How long will it take for you to call your contacts and help me restock?”

      “Call my—” Colucci’s round, blue eyes gawked at me in disbelief. “What do you think I’ve been doing this whole time? Knitting? I had to buy a bunker outside of town. You pressed for time?”

      I wished I wasn’t. I missed these people so dang much. I nodded with true regret.

      “Great. Then I guess we use magic.” He squeezed his eyes shut, probably remembering transporting to his apartment and vomiting. “Kymm, where are those coordinates you found for me?”

      Kymm ignored Colucci, so he rummaged in a dented filing cabinet until he found a piece of paper with cleanly printed numbers on it. The longitude, latitude, and altitude of his warehouse. He handed it to me.

      “Everyone want to go?” I asked. Everyone except Kymm came closer, and I cast a tracing spell on them. Before casting the transportation spell, I remembered the powdered Lanorian mint, and I patted my multiple pockets until I found the glass bottle. “Colucci, put this under your tongue, and keep your eyes closed. It helps with the vertigo.”

      A flash and a splash of blue light later, we landed in a dark space. I reached down a toe and felt hard cement beneath my foot. As we stepped off our safety platforms, I heard our shuffling feet echo off distant walls.

      “Hoo, yeah,” Colucci huffed. “That powder helped. A lot. Hang on.”

      He shuffled away in the dark, and I heard him patting a wall. All around me, dark, mountainous shapes rose as my eyes adjusted. Some straight and tall, some mounded. What had Colucci been doing for the last six months?

      With a loud clunk, light flooded the cement bunker. Rows of industrial shelves extended in front of me, heavily stocked with small arms weapons and survival gear. The mounded shapes seemed to be vehicles covered in tarps. This warehouse held enough stuff to arm a small country.

      “Colucci,” I breathed. “Is any of this legal?”

      He rubbed his thumb down the side of his nose. “It’s all legal.”

      My spine jittered, and I glared at him.

      “Okay,” he admitted. “It’s mostly legal. I got receipts and permits and enough paperwork to drown in.”

      “How did you get all this?”

      He fished through his wallet and pulled out a platinum credit card. “It helps when your skincare corporation pays the bills.”

      Alarmed, I turned to Sadie. She held up both hands and quickly said, “Don’t worry, babe. My dad created a shell company, so none of this can be traced back to me. You are just an investor with the right to spend your money however you wish.”

      “But...” I hesitated. I never dreamed of spending money on a private arsenal.

      “Oh, sunshine,” Mom said, patting my shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking. You are not an arms dealer. Your corporation donates far more to the Bounteous Life Foundation. You’ve been at war for six months, and you know better than most to be prepared for anything.”

      An exquisite point. Suelta had been spanking our armies for months and only quick thinking and science saved us from crushing defeat. I walked to the nearest shelf.

      “Colucci? What do I need to win a battle against an army attacking from the sea?”

      Colucci dragged me up and down the shelves, hand-picking the most effective equipment for my war. He loaded up a hydraulic-powered handcart with crates full of grenades, landmines, and canisters of tear gas.

      No way Lumi could carry the growing mound of explosives. “That’s enough, Colucci. I can’t drag this cart everywhere. It must weigh a couple hundred pounds.”

      “No, you don’t take the cart,” Colucci said. “Leave it at your base camp and load what you need for the day into—” He looked over the cart, didn’t see what he wanted, and strode to the shelves. He scanned the shelves until he located a slim, sturdy backpack. “I had this commissioned for you.” He opened a vertical compartment and stacked in a dozen grenades. Then he slung the pack on his shoulders. “Now lookee here.”

      Locking eyes with me, he reached behind himself. I heard the distinctive rip of Velcro, and he pulled out a grenade with one smooth movement.

      “Cool,” I said, totally excited. “It’s like quick-draw for grenades.”

      “Yeah.” Colucci grinned at my approval. “There’s a place for flash-bangs and tear gas canisters. In the middle, you can store whatever. It’s Kevlar, so no getting shot in the back. It’s perfect.”

      Colucci grabbed a flat, square box from a lower shelf.

      “Fourth Earth have a sun?” he asked. “Same as ours?”

      “Yes, but their atmosphere is far thicker.”

      He packed the flat box into my backpack. “Then I don’t know if this will work but take it anyway. And one of these hand-crank ones. Field chargers for anything powered by electricity.”

      “Nice. No more dead tasers. Will it work for my watch?”

      “Affirmative, general.”

      Colucci tenderly took a neat metal case from the shelf and opened the lid. It contained a small, slick handgun and eight clips.

      “Smart pistol,” he said with pride and a bit of fan-girl awe. “Programmed to your watch. It won’t fire without the watch’s signal. Should be useful with your perfect aim.”

      “No, thanks,” I said.

      He deflated and cradled the pistol to his chest. “No? You’re kiddin’ me. After fighting in actual wars and being eaten by a dragon? I was sure you’d be all over this sweet little piece.”

      “You keep it. I have this.”

      I extended my arm. My crossbow sprang open with a clockwork click.

      “Whoa. That whole thing was tucked into your bracelet?” Colucci said, eyeing it curiously. “How accurate is it?”

      I spotted a battered old gun target on the other side of the warehouse and loaded a light shaft. I made it visible so Colucci, Mom, and Sadie could see it. I shot the target dead center. My shaft ripped a hole through the painted bullseye and smashed the heavy metal target against the wall.

      Colucci whooped and grabbed my arm for a closer look. “What was the arrow? Was that your light magic? I guess you never run out of ammo.”

      “Agnes?” Mom clutched her chest but smiled. “I’m suddenly a lot less worried about you.”

      “Jenz invented it,” I told them. “He’s a marshal and specializes in weapons. What I need are explosive devices I can throw into huge masses.”

      Colucci tossed a grenade launcher onto the growing handcart.

      “I wish I knew you were fighting sea battles,” he said, charging deep into the warehouse. “I’d have focused on navy stuff.” Now hidden by the shelves, his voice echoed off the walls. “But I think I got a few naval mines in here someplace.”

      “Aaah!” Sadie screamed, making me jump. She pointed at my gown. “Fire! Fire! Agnes, your dress!”

      Mom raced to the wall of the warehouse. I checked my gown but only a heavy plume of purple smoke wafted near the weapons-laden cart. There was no fire, only Kinza, who examined the crates with interest.

      “Don’t panic,” I said, but Mom ran back and doused me with a fire extinguisher.

      With a loud whoosh, cold, white smoke covered my skirt and my cart of explosives. Kinza’s purple smoke darkened in rage, and she gathered in a cloud near the high ceiling.

      Begone! Kinza boomed, telepathically filling our heads with her anger. This human is under my protection!

      “No, Kinza!” I shouted.

      Knowing what would happen next, I flung a light shield around the purple cloud just as a bolt of thin, blue lightning struck at the fire extinguisher. My light shield contained it, thank the Fulcrum, but a deafening crack of thunder filled the enclosed space.

      Sadie shrieked and covered her ears. Colucci barreled around the corner, both hands wrapped around an attack rifle. He had more training in tense situations than Mom, though, and didn’t shoot live rounds in the warehouse.

      “Mom! It’s just Kinza! Stop with the extinguisher!”

      “Kinza? The genie girl?” Mom dropped the fire extinguisher with a clang and turned to the purple cloud. “I’m so sorry! I should have remembered you from that meeting in Odric’s war room. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      Certainly not. No science machine can harm a genie.

      Mom heaved a stressed sigh and leaned forward a bit. “I heard Sadie yell ‘fire’ and just reacted. Fire is the last word you want to hear in a warehouse full of bombs.”

      “Kinza,” I said, controlling my thumping adrenals. “This is Second Earth. These science gadgets are not entirely stable around sparks. They might explode.”

      Kinza’s smoke faded to a regretful cornflower blue. Like how you exploded the harpies and destroyed Rein’s palace?

      “Yes. Just like that.” I turned to Sadie. “Not all smoke is from a fire. This is Kinza. She’s a genie. She probably thought the smoke from the extinguisher was another genie.”

      Kinza giggled with uncomfortable awkwardness. Like Lillian, I reacted in haste. I know this planet is hidden from Sharir, and as far as I’m aware, no other genies exist. She drifted closer to Sadie. Uff. My first visit to the science planet, and I nearly exploded it. Shame fills me.

      “Wow.” Sadie’s jaw dropped. “Genies are real? Are you made of smoke?”

      While unmarried, I can take any form. For now, I’m in smoke form so my heart stays inside my rattle. If I come out too far, Sharir will see me—even here.

      Whoa. She just told Sadie stuff about herself that I didn’t know. I kept quiet. Sadie had a natural talent for getting girls to spill their secrets.

      “Who’s Sharir?” Sadie asked.

      The Overlord of Demonkind, Master of Time and Space, and so on. But to me, he’s the disgusting traitor who killed my father and the rest of my species, leaving no one to punish him.

      “How awful.” Sadie said. “Overlord of genocide you mean. And he’s stalking you?”

      If by stalking you mean pursuing relentlessly, then yes.

      “What a scumsucker.” Sadie lifted a comforting hand, but as Kinza had no shoulder to put it on, she let it drop. “How do you shake off an all-powerful creeper?”

      Kinza’s purple smoke came together to form the shape of a girl with hair trailing to the floor. It was the most human I’d ever seen her. Sadie’s girl-talk was a powerful tool.

      I’ve tried for millennia. Kinza’s girl shape shook her head, causing the smoke hair to puff before falling back into place and pooling on the cement. That’s why I hid myself in the rattle. Genies can only survive so long without committing themselves to someone.

      Sadie’s gorgeous hazel eyes held genuine compassion. Confused, she said, “Committing? What do you mean?”

      We can live millions of years, but we don’t truly achieve immortality without a mate. If we don’t choose a mate, we fade until we disappear. Sharir wanted to mate me and achieve an omniscient form.

      Whoa. That sounded dangerous. I kept quiet and let Sadie ask the questions. She could be an interrogator for the FBI.

      “So,” Sadie said to Kinza, “you’re saying if two genies commit to each other, they stay genies and become immortal?”

      Kinza’s tinny voice inside her rattle rose with anger. So Sharir believes, but he is wrong! The union of two genies is forbidden by ancient law, but Sharir convinced my father that the ancient laws were built on fallacy. Father stood strong, at first, but as time passed, his resolve weakened, and he agreed to the betrothal. Sharir killed him shortly after that, as a display of what would happen to me if I refused.

      “Oh, Kinza.” Tears welled in Sadie’s eyes. “You hid. And you’re waiting for him to fade, right?”

      Yes, right after I learned my friend Delphi died. Her death was a lie, but I didn’t know. Drops of smoke dripped from her eyes. I hid, but he doesn’t fade. I’m much younger than he. He should have faded ever so long ago.

      The truth nudged me—a heart-breaking, horrible truth. “Sharir didn’t fade. So, you will. You’re waiting to die and deny him omniscience. That’s why he is so desperate to find you.”

      Mom’s hands flew to her mouth. The tears in Sadie’s eye were accompanied by a squeaky, little sob.

      “No, Kinza,” Sadie said, her voice sailing up to a high, horrified pitch. “There has to be another way. You can’t let yourself die just to stop that awful, murdering psychopath.”

      There is one hope. Kinza turned her head to me. The Arch Mage of Second Earth must succeed in her four tasks and defeat Sharir soon. If she can’t, I will let myself fade. I’m sorry, but I no longer matter. Sharir has defied law and logic. Only his defeat will bring freedom and life.

      Sadie ran to me and took my hands in hers, her voice shaking as she struggled to control her emotions. “Oh, Agnes. I never realized—I mean, I knew what you did was important, but now I see how personal it is for you. Oh, babe, how do you not mentally break down every two seconds?”

      I hugged her. “Lots of love and planets full of support. How can I give up when I have you? And Mom and Dr. B. and Ms. Chippy? And even Colucci?”

      Sadie couldn’t take it anymore, and she burst out crying. “But Kinza’s a genie. If she can’t stop him, how can you?”

      It was a question I’d asked myself a jillion times. Kinza’s smoke turned into a fierce, dark plum color.

      Agnes has an advantage over Sharir. She has a body.

      What the cuss? A body? I stared into Kinza’s smoke-swirling eyes. “Sharir doesn’t have a body?”

      Kinza clamped her mouth shut and fidgeted. Her smoke fingers clutched her arms. I’m forbidden by the ancient laws from sharing the secrets of geniekind.

      “What happens if you break the ancient laws?” Sadie asked, peering at the jiniri.

      Kinza tilted her head. Her hair swayed and sent a little puff toward Colucci. Uff. I do not know. My father’s generation is gone. She lifted her chin in defiant determination. Sharir has no corporeal body, she nearly shouted. That’s part of the reason we commit to species outside our own. We morph into their form.

      “Okay, so Sharir doesn’t have a body,” I said. “That means, he can’t touch me?”

      Don’t be fooled. He can be perfectly solid. As can I, when completely out of my rattle.

      “So, me having a body gives me what advantage?”

      No matter how powerful Sharir’s spells are, you can wiggle out of it with the proper focus and determination.

      The hum of truth filled me. When frozen by his time spell in the Hall of Ri Dauch, his tentacle of smoke reached for me, and I did not want to go in that dark vortex. My magic told me to fight, and with sheer determination, I broke his hold on me. I couldn’t run because of the nerve pain in my legs, and he caught me anyway, but I did break out of his spell.

      “Everyone should know this.” I reached out and took Kinza’s smoke hand. It felt squishy but held together in my grip. “Do I have your permission to share this information?”

      I will soon fade. And you will defeat Sharir. The laws of an extinct species do not matter. You have my permission.

      Sadie broke out in another sob and threw her arms around Kinza. The genie barely held together under the embrace, but she settled her head into Sadie’s shoulder and enfolded her in smokey arms.

      This is an odd tradition of humans. Delphi loved hugs. I don’t understand them.

      “You would if you had a body,” Sadie said. “Hugs release oxytocin. A chemical that makes you happy and relieves stress. Stewart taught me that. He hugs me a lot.”

      My phone buzzed with a text from Kymm.

      Don’t leave. Come to the lab.

      “Kymm’s got something,” I told the others. “Colucci, I’ll leave the door open while you finish loading the cart.”

      Excited, I enchanted the door to the little office inside the warehouse. Now, I could just wish for a weapon and the mage door would send me here. Sweet. My arch mage resources were expanding.

      I wished for Kymm’s lab and walked through the door, followed by Mom and Sadie. With her rattle still in my pocket, Kinza drifted near me.

      “What did you find?” I asked Kymm.

      “First off,” she said, swiveling to face me, “I was right. It is a schematic. But I’m kind of stuck on this part.” She leaned back and showed me a simple drawing on the screen. “This thing is a key that holds a huge storage of information. Apparently, this 3D object needs to be scanned.”

      “Like a barcode?” I asked.

      Kymm squinted. “Only way more complex. Each unit the size of a grain of sand represents a bit of information. Does it look familiar to you?”

      It did. I pulled the ugly, pointed fulgurite from my pocket with a flourish. “Ta da!”

      Kymm squinted through her glasses at it. “What is it?”

      Kinza answered for me. A fulgurite. The Seer used it as inspiration for the prophecy written in the garbled scroll.

      For some reason, my spine jittered.

      Kymm did a double take at Kinza’s floating smoke form. “Is that a ghost?”

      “Genie,” I told her.

      “That is so cool.” But then she shook her head as if to clear it from distractions. “Focus, Kymm,” she scolded herself. She took the fulgurite from me and studied it, her face inches from the rough sand. “These are actual grains of sand. I don’t get it. Aren’t fulgurites naturally occurring? Lightning or something?” She oh-so-gently set it on the table and grabbed a magnifying glass. “Look, Agnes. The grains of sand are glued, not melted together. A person made this.”

      With my face pressed in the magnifying glass, I saw that she was right. “Whoa. This must have taken years.”

      “Right?” Kymm said. “I’ll have to use the scroll to build a program, and the scanning will take a while. Five days minimum.”

      “Yay,” Sadie cheered. “Ags can come to London and meet Stewart.”

      I scowled, knowing that wasn’t possible. “I have to get back. Suelta won’t be relaxing with friends and family for five days. Neither will Sharir.”

      They don’t have any loved ones after their despicable actions, Kinza added with atypical venom.

      “Sorry, Sades.” I took her hands. “I have to go as soon as Colucci loads the cart.”

      Sadie’s lip pouted, but not like a baby, like a supermodel used to getting her own way. “Then he’d better take his time.”

      “Hey, wait.” Kymm jumped up from her chair and gestured to the handmade sand sculpture. “The Seer left this for you as well as a prophecy about saving the universe? That isn’t a coincidence. This is obviously important, and possibly critical, to your mission. How do I contact you on another planet? What if it’s time sensitive?”

      “Good point,” I said. “Mom, you said Odric contacts you. How?”

      Kymm answered, “At first, he sent messengers, who sat around in your Apex until I noticed them. Then I called Lillian, who gave a response—it was all very snail mail-esque. When you didn’t show up for ages and I went back to work, I just gave them Lillian’s cell number so they could call your mom directly.”

      Mom, who looked a bit ruffled, said, “Now Odric usually shows up in your Apex, and we video chat.”

      My mouth dropped. Odric popped by whenever he felt like it to talk to my mom while I was stuck fighting poisonous shrimp? Not fair! While I wavered between pouting like Sadie or accepting it as an efficient solution to communicating, Colucci dragged the cart to the door.

      “All loaded up,” he said, grinning with pride at his accomplishment. “This bit of fire power should help you blow a hole in Suelta’s attacks.”

      “Aw!” Sadie complained.

      “What’s with the tone, girlie?” he frowned at Sadie. “I thought time was an issue here.”

      “It is,” Sadie said, “and I don’t like it one bit.” She put out her arms and gave me a squeeze. “I miss you, Ags,” she said. “I don’t want you to go.”

      When she finally let go, I said, “Love you, Sades. Still got my purified skin enchantment for your cream?”

      She patted her purse. “Stay safe, babe.” Then she said over my shoulder, “Kinza, best of luck. I’ll think of you. Agnes will tell me how things turn out, but I hope you find happiness.”

      Kinza dissolved back into a sad, blue cloud and slipped into her rattle. Poor Kinza. I had the feeling she didn’t have the same hope for her future that Sadie did.

      I told Colucci to wait in the warehouse, closed the mage door, and wished for London. I kissed Sadie on both cheeks, which made her laugh, and said, “Love you, Sadie. Say ‘hi’ to Stewart for me and tell him I can’t wait to meet him officially.”

      Sadie walked through the door to London. I blew her kisses and closed the door.

      Mom stepped up to me. “Back to the conference.” Her voice shook but not like it used to. “I can’t wait to tell James about all of this.”

      I snuggled in for a mom hug, breathing in her smell. “I’m so sorry I missed him and Ms. Chippy. Tell them I love them. But I love you most of all.”

      “Oh, sunshine.” She kissed the top of my head. “You’re something else, you know that, right?”

      Wiping her eyes, she hurried through the door into the conference center in Australia, waving as I closed the door. Finally, I wished for my weapons bunker and opened the door on Colucci. The cart was stacked five feet high, covered, and strapped down tightly. My slim new backpack hung from the tow handle.

      “It’s bigger than before,” I said. “What else is under there?”

      “Five underwater mines,” he said with a wink. “If they can blow out the hull of a battleship, they can stop a sea monster.”

      “Colucci,” I said, impressed, “give yourself a raise.”

      He beamed. “You got it.”

      “I’ll go to my Apex from the warehouse,” I told Kymm. “I have to grab my watch before I leave and a few other items I can’t get anywhere else. I don’t know when I can come back here again.”

      Kymm sat up in the chair. “You know your Apex is a thousand miles from here. Don’t you think your team should have access to it? What if you get hurt and we have no way to get there to help? Remember your mission on Third Earth?”

      That stopped me in my tracks. I did remember. I managed to stumble to the mage door, but I might not be able to next time. If fighting on Fourth Earth taught me anything, it was to trust your team. I put my hand on the door and enchanted it. My magic light coated the door and the wood shivered on its hinges with the power.

      “Done,” I said to Kymm. “Now you, Colucci, Mom, Sadie, and Dr. B have access to my Apex from any mage door.”

      “Brilliant!” She grinned her excited nerd grin. “Thank you. Now, do not forget to check back for my results,” she said in her sternest polygraph tech voice.

      “I won’t. I’m as eager as you. A Seer from thousands of years ago foresaw computer code. Incredible.”

      I waved goodbye to Kymm and closed the door. Colucci helped me push the cart full of Second Earth warfare technology into the Apex.

      “Good luck, kid.”

      He handed me the backpack and ruffled my hair. I wasn’t used to any affection from him.

      “What?” he said, backing up. “I’m kinda starting to like you and your crazy antics. Don’t make it awkward.”

      “Colucci,” I said, “I’m glad you’re on my side.”

      He headed to the door. I thought maybe he turned away to hide his face.

      “I have a navy buddy,” he said. “That guy loves baseball. I’ll get him prime seats to his favorite team with your platinum card. Maybe I’ll get a few more naval mines out of it. Stay safe, kiddo.”

      He stepped back into the warehouse and closed the door with a wink and a grin.

      My team rocked.

      Alone in my Apex, I tossed some light balls against the glass wall to entertain Fido, strapped on my watch, and ran to grab a few personal items from my bathroom. I stuffed them into the limited space left in the Kevlar backpack. As I hurried back to the main room, rainbows coated the wall and furnishings. What the snap?

      One of my little light balls rolled by my desk and the diamond facets of my traveler’s fire refracted the light into a billion dancing prisms of color. My traveler’s fire. A perfectly good intergalactic cell phone sitting right there. Why wait for a messenger? I could call Kymm whenever I wanted. And I could talk to Dr. B. since I didn’t get to visit with him.

      I knew I shouldn’t. Mom just reminded me how valuable it was. I tried talking myself out of it as my hands reached for the round diamond. What was the point of having it if I couldn’t use it? I stuffed it under my personal items, strapped the pack on firmly, and covered my Aether Stone with my hand.

      “First Earth,” I called.

      Too late to change my mind, I fell with my precious cargo into the Jent Path, clutching tightly to the handle of the cart.

      Boy, I hope this doesn’t backfire, I whispered to my magic.

      It didn’t answer.
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      Guilt ate at me as I flew through the Jent Path. Taking the traveler’s fire from Second Earth felt almost like stealing, but I wasn’t stealing. The diamond was mine. Vice Regent Kyprios never said I had to leave it on my planet.

      I’d love to see more of your planet next time.

      Kinza’s voice made me jump. I’d almost forgotten her rattle was in my pocket.

      That hardly counted as a visit. We didn’t even go outside. I like your friend Sadie. She makes me feel—Kinza paused.

      “Confirmed?”

      Yes! Like she understands what I’m going through. Like she knows me.

      “She does that for me too. Having a bestie is awesome.”

      Lo, how I miss Delphi.

      We sailed past the gray domes of the city of Tirinad and phased through the caramel granite spires of the royal palace.

      As I landed on the security pad, golden bits of magic fell on me, followed by a powdering of greenish nature magic that reminded me of Dame Maudine and Earth 15. I passed the magical test, and the sentries allowed me to leave the platform.

      “Could someone please take this to the underground bunker?” I asked the sentry, offering the handle of the hydraulic hand cart. “It’s full of Second Earth weapons.”

      “At once, Arch Mage,” he said.

      He heaved on the handle, and the front wheels tipped off the platform. He wasn’t expecting it to roll so easily.

      “Carefully,” I said, clenching my fists and hoping the explosives were stable enough to handle the jarring.

      He saluted with a sheepish grin. He and the other sentry maneuvered the cart off the platform, while Odric sat on his throne. Maybe it was just me, but the graying at his temples seemed more pronounced than ever. He attempted to smile at me, but I saw the worry in his eyes.

      “No word from Maudine?” I assumed.

      He shook his head. “No. Nemantia went to the gate separating the mortal realm from the afterlife, but she was unable to confirm whether grandmother had arrived. It was unusually disorganized with the influx of billions of souls.”

      The sheer amount of people who had died from Sharir’s attack was overwhelming, but I knew I had to press on. At the very least so he couldn’t cause that much destruction ever again. “The lack of confirmation is somewhat good news at least.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Odric looked away from me. I didn’t need to wonder what he was thinking. For once, he was the transparent one. He wondered why Maudine hadn’t contacted anyone. Was she hurt? Suffering? Or even worse, being tortured into giving up all her knowledge of the prophecy to Sharir?

      Not knowing her fate was the worst. No news meant no processing, no compartmentalizing, and no moving on. I guessed by Odric’s distracted expression that he felt the same way.

      “Oh, forgive me, Agnes,” he said, probably reading my expression. “Don’t be so distraught. Dame Maudine is the warrior queen after all. If she is not dead, you can wager she is still fighting in her own way.”

      I guessed that was true. As a nature wizard, she could soothe and heal herself even through torture. It gave me some comfort knowing that.

      “How is your mother?” he asked, changing the subject with firm abruptness.

      “Busy, but good.” I glanced at him with a sideways leer. “How do you like video chatting?”

      “An ingenious way to communicate,” he said with a hint of jealousy. “I wish to borrow your technology for First Earth citizens one day, but for now, we have more pressing matters to discuss. Mainly, the corrections made to the prophecy and their implications to your mission.”

      “Oh, right.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the corrected prophecy.

      Odric took it. “Thank you for bringing this back safely. I’ll have Shume gather everyone involved at once.”

      He lifted a paper swan from a side table and whispered to it. On a stream of Odric’s enchanter magic, the swan flew to the tall, golden doors and slipped between the cracks. Cell phones might be ingenious, but they weren’t nearly as beautiful as enchanted paper swans.

      Odric continued, hiding his grief behind his kingly persona, “You should change and prepare to return to Fourth Earth. You can depart once we’ve caught everyone up on the corrected prophecy. Temnon has been waiting for you and has sent a messenger to retrieve Grimmal and Lumi from their home world.”

      “Okay,” I said, heading for the doors.

      “Agnes,” Odric said, the kingly shell softening. “Maudine’s plight and the loss of Earth 15 are not your doing. You know that, right?”

      “I know. But it still makes me sad.”

      “Me too, Arch Mage. Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      In my quarters, my new ambassador’s uniform, patterned with enchantments, lay on my bed. I discarded the pink gown, which was covered with fire extinguisher dust, bathed, and dressed in the gray armor. It had a wrap-around gown designed to go over the armor. It lay smooth and refined when standing and flared open in the front to not restrict leg movement. Slits at the shoulders and elbows gave me full range of motion, and the sleeve on my right wrist was shortened to allow for my crossbow bracelet. Nice.

      I strapped my Kevlar backpack over the uniform and left my quarters to find a sentry. To my delight, a tall, muscular sentry with black hair waved at me from down the hall. Nemantia’s favorite person, Jenz. I hadn’t seen him in ages. He and Temnon used to take Nemantia and me on double dates before Fourth Earth took over my life.

      “I’ll take you to the dining room, Agnes,” he called. “Shume wants to catch you up on our latest strategy. Over a large meal, of course. Word spread to the kitchens that you lost weight, and the staff are eager to remedy that. Hurry, or we’ll be late.”

      I ran down the hall, happy to see him. “Hi, Jenz! The crossbow you invented for me works perfectly. It’s saved my life about a jillion times.”

      He laughed. “Temnon told me you’ve become quite the warrior. I’m tempted to make a crossbow for myself, but I’d have to practice. I don’t have perfect aim like you.”

      I followed him to a hallway I’d never seen before. It appeared to be dedicated to famous earth elementals. Between the typical gilded arches, alcoves housed life-like statues of influential wizards shaped from their favorite stone.

      “I heard about Dame Maudine and Sharir,” Jenz said. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know I’m supposed to stop him, but seeing him cover and break a whole planet? He’s so totally overpowered. I’m really starting to doubt the prophecy.”

      “Maudine never doubted. Faith is not a weakness. Faith, hope, and belief create positive connections in our brains that allow us to accomplish tasks beyond our normal abilities. If you believe you can, then you can.”

      I’d seen hundreds of positive self-talk memes growing up. Mom sent one to me every day. But for some reason, what Jenz said touched me.

      “You think so?” I asked.

      “I’m living proof,” he said. “I never told you, but I was born premature. I nearly died from health complications. Even with a skilled alchemist on hand, magic can only do so much.”

      I gawked at him. “You’re kidding.” With all those muscles, I thought he never had a sick day in his life.

      “It’s true. My mom always said magic didn’t save my life, my own willpower did. You and I have more in common than you thought.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “Nemantia knows,” he said, “but I don’t like focusing on what I was. I like who I’ve become and who I have yet to be.”

      Dang. No wonder Nemantia loved this guy. He was awesome.

      “By the way,” he said casually, “if you don’t mind, I have a little tribute to Maudine to share with you.”

      “Why would I mind that?”

      “Okay then. Prepare yourself.”

      He pushed me.

      I stumbled backward, expecting to crash into a statue carved from turquoise stone, but I passed right through it. Flashes of illusion magic twinkled as I caught myself on the edge of the alcove. Jenz entered the alcove after me, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

      “Maudine never walked anywhere,” he said. “Best hang on.”

      “To what?”

      A domed wall arched around us, enclosing us in the alcove, and we spun like a top. Centrifugal force pressed me into the wall as the alcove whipped around with all the frenzy of a carnival ride. Jenz’s thrilled laughter sounded constantly behind me, and my empty stomach lurched.

      After several upheaving seconds, the room slowed. My weight gradually returned to my feet, and I bent forward at my waist with my hands on my knees. I drew in a deep breath, held it, and then blew out through pursed lips.

      “For Maudine!” cheered Jenz as the domed wall opened.

      We now stood in a fireplace mounted in the wall of the family dining room.

      “Oops,” said Jenz. “I forgot about that.” With a tiny bit of alarm, Jenz pointed to a fire flickering about his boots. “Can you take care of that?”

      Startled, a jab of nerve pain stabbed my calf and my leg buckled. I stamped my foot and called my magic. Catching the small fire by its light, I lifted it from the hearth and moved it out of the way while Jenz and I gingerly high-stepped over the hot grating. Once clear of the fireplace, I put the fire back on the logs before it died from lack of fuel.

      “Ah, Maudine,” Jenz said, his mellow voice still raised by the excitement of the ride. “We’ve been guarding these shortcuts for ages. Grandmaster Shume scolded her so many times.”

      “Shume? Why?”

      “Protecting the royal family is his primary duty. He forbade her from using the shortcuts to prevent broken limbs, concussions, or accidentally hurling herself to the other side of the planet. Maudine’s grandmother, Queen Philomanth, vanished without a trace. It’s been assumed for centuries her experiments with dimensional physics and space-defying shortcuts had a role in her disappearance.”

      Curious, I asked, “Did Philomanth work on Jent Paths?”

      “No,” he said, brushing soot from his red tailcoat uniform. “She invented mage doors with a heavy bit of research on dragon travelers and their unique fire.”

      I grabbed the straps of my backpack without thinking. Maybe I should leave my own traveler’s fire in my quarters here on First Earth.

      “Thanks, Jenz,” I said. “You really cheered me up.”

      “Happy to be of service.” He marched to the door with a snappy gait. “The rest of the family, plus Chiefs Rein and Rowan, should be arriving.”

      Jenz opened the door to take his post outside but stood to the side at attention as Temnon entered with Nemantia and Rein. Temnon smiled when he saw me and came over to kiss my cheek.

      “Have you heard from Grimmal and Lumi?” I asked Temnon.

      “They sent word. They’ll be back before we leave for Fourth Earth.”

      “Oh,” I sighed. I missed my Lumi, but I was happy she was getting a nice visit at home.

      Nemantia and Rein sat on the other side of the table as Temnon pulled out a chair for me. We chatted until Chief Rowan and the rest of the Odonatas arrived.

      At least everyone except Maudine.

      The kitchen staff brought out trays of fresh sushi expertly carved and arranged into little tuna shapes.

      “Tuna?” Odric glanced at the man serving him.

      “For Dame Maudine,” the man answered simply.

      Odric and the rest of the family grinned or nodded in approval. I didn’t get the inside reference. Neither did Rowan.

      “Does tuna hold significance for the Warrior Queen?” he asked.

      “Tuna is her go-to spell,” Odric explained. “You know her specialty is genetics?”

      “I do,” Rowan affirmed.

      “DNA sequences are long and incredibly complex,” Odric said. “She memorized the genetic code of tuna and used it on the toughest foes. If she ever got a hand on an enemy, a few seconds later, it flopped on the ground as a tuna.”

      “Why tuna?” asked Rowan.

      Odric lifted a bit of the raw fish and popped it into his mouth. “Because it’s delicious.” With a chuckle, he wiped his hands on a cloth and nodded at me. “Now, to business. Agnes has brought the corrected scroll from Earth 15. May their souls pass to peace.”

      Odric unrolled the scroll down the middle of the table and waited, looking at me expectantly.

      He wanted me to explain it? Crap. “I, uh, don’t really get any of this. Kinza is much better at all this symbolism than I am.” I set Kinza’s rattle on the table where she could see the writing. “Kinza? Could you explain?”

      A small waft of smoke drifted over the scroll.

      I will try, she declared. First, I must tell you that Maudine was only partly correct about Agnes’s destiny.

      “Then Agnes isn’t destined to save the universe?” Claude asked.

      She is, said Kinza, she definitely is, but as Maudine had guessed, Vi Lorina’s death didn’t fulfill the entire prophecy. She was only one of not four, but six critical steps that must happen before Sharir, the true threat, can fall. Kinza’s smoke drifted to the top of the scroll. According to the original scroll, Delphi foresaw four turns of events, one discovery, and one mistake. As for the discovery, sun larvae and solar phoenixes leap to mind, but that has yet to be confirmed. Neither Maudine nor I could possibly anticipate what the mistake might be, but it’s fair to assume it will be Sharir’s mistake, not ours.

      It had better be his. The odds were already stacked against us.

      Kinza’s smoke circled a paragraph in front of Serene. As for the four turns of events, the first is named here. It happened last year when Agnes defeated the vile illusionist.

      Kinza moved farther down the scroll in front of Claude. That paragraph focused on depressing words like “covenant of famine,” “war,” and “arcane arts of life and death.”

      Kinza’s smoke turned blue. The second event is still a mystery. Neither of us can decipher the symbolism. Delphi might have used this vague wording on purpose, to prevent Sharir’s servants from interpreting it until its completion. I just can’t be sure, and Maudine didn’t know either.

      Whatever it was, I hoped it was easier than uniting Fourth Earth, or Kinza would fade away before I completed it. Her smoke moved down the scroll to the third task.

      The third event has also been fulfilled. By disrupting Pyranathos’s attempt to destroy the government of Third Earth, the dragons remain our allies. This section always confused Maudine, but with the corrections made by viewing the original, it now makes perfect sense. See here, where it says, “the ram’s horn laid low shall not be as the dust.” It’s clearly referring to Regent Menneth.

      I had to agree. Menneth’s great horns curled like a ram’s. The leader of the dragon world had been terribly wounded by the Dragon of Lies. Once I tased Pyranathos in Thayn’s form, Sharir retrieved him, and Temnon and Dominath were able to save Menneth’s life. The mighty regent needed time to completely heal, but he was out of danger of becoming dust. The dragons of Third Earth still had a long recovery before they were ready to help us battle Sharir.

      “Two complete, two remain.” Rein reached out and laid a finger on the writing in front of Nemantia. “The fourth event refers to my planet,” he said. “‘The divided must become as one. Race, tradition, and beliefs not diminished, but preserved, as understanding blossoms under a pledge of unification.’” He shook his head slowly. “This will take a miracle.”

      “What do you mean?” Nemantia asked. “Delphi saw us succeed.”

      “Did she?” Rein’s finger tracked the writing to a single word.

      My Ademic translated the sentence for me. Rein’s finger rested on the word must.

      “She didn’t say, the divided will become as one,” pointed out Rein. “I read this as meaning there is a chance of failure.”

      “I agree with Rein,” Rowan said. “The ingrained prejudices of Fourth Earth tribes have lasted for millennia. Even after six months of diplomatic missions, we are no closer to unification with many of the tribes.”

      Serene leaned into the table. “Now, now, team. Never been done is not the same as impossible. Certainly, history has shown how stubborn the tribes of Fourth Earth can be, but now they face a diabolical genie bent on universal destruction. With the destruction of Earth 15, perhaps the tribes will be more willing to compromise this time around.”

      I’ll believe that when I see it, I thought to myself. Stubborn morons.

      “Everyone got a clear understanding of the prophecy?” Odric asked. He noted our affirmation and moved on. “Then Grandmaster Shume, would you share our next steps?”

      “Of course.” He popped a final bit of sushi in his mouth with a quick smile of appreciation and rose. “Due to the brilliant destruction of the harpy horde, Rein’s spies have returned with reports of disruption in Suelta’s plan. This is our chance to resolve the issues preventing us from standing effectively against her. There are three major issues to be addressed: supplies, transportation, and warriors.”

      Talk about an oversimplification. Months of scrambling, loss, hunger, and desperation boiled down to three words. I kept my thoughts to myself while Shume continued.

      “Because of Fourth Earth’s unique atmosphere,” he said, like we didn’t already know, “transportation is difficult even for local citizens. Our troops suffer severe illness. Therefore, with Chief Rowan’s and Ambassador Serene’s input, we’ve pinpointed three roadblocks to our success. The tomte, the pixies, and the elves and centaurs.”

      Temnon glanced at me. When I shrugged, he seemed relieved that he wasn’t the only one who didn’t get it. I sat there, trying not to display my confusion, and waited for Shume to continue.

      “Then the tomte are still infighting?” Rein asked Rowan with disgust.

      Rowan nodded in affirmative. “I have visited many times and accomplished nothing. With tomte supplies cut off, we must rely on foreign sources. Food and weapons are much scarcer than ever before.”

      Oh. The tomte must be farmers. But why did their infighting cause a weapons shortage?

      “I thought Fourth Earth weapons were made by the dwarves,” I said.

      “This is true,” Rowan explained, “but the dwarves depend on ore from tomte territory. The dwarves’ mines are exhausted and digging deeper will compromise the integrity of their underground cities.”

      So, because the tomte were engaged in their own petty squabbles, I had to watch good soldiers die. I found it hard not to hate them forever.

      “And the pixies?” Nemantia asked, eyes bright with curiosity. “Why are they important?”

      I got the impression she already knew the answer. She mentioned pixies at our last dinner. What was she up to?

      “Transportation,” answered Shume. “Pixies are master enchanters and are capable of transporting massive troops and loads. The thirteen pixie kingdoms are magically connected and spread all over the planet. With the pixies united in our cause, we’d avoid transportation sickness and have the capability to move war machines.”

      That sounded good to me. After months of vomiting every few days, I was ready for an alternative manner of travel.

      “Then I guess Serene’s ambassadors will recruit the tomte first?” I asked.

      Serene smiled at me. “No, dear. You and Temnon will.”

      “Me?”

      Temnon choked on his sushi.

      “The tomte are resisting the best of my team,” Serene said, “and unfortunately, my personal attention must remain on the hostility between the elves and the centaurs. They are the third goal of this plan. If they are not fighting each other, they will provide desperately needed warriors to stand against Suelta’s sea monsters.”

      I’d had more than one failed interaction with the stubborn chief of the centaurs, Galdor. I was more than happy to let Serene deal with him, but why send me to the tomte? I kind of hated those guys.

      Trying to disguise my disappointment, I asked, “Why me, if your best people can’t get the tomte to cooperate?”

      “Because you are the Angel of the Jent Paths,” Arch Mage Claude said. “No one can refuse you. Temnon, Grimmal, and Lumi will complete your team.”

      “Understood,” Temnon said, his military training evident. “What’s Rein’s mission?”

      “Kelpies,” Rein answered, chewing his sushi. “Oh, yes.” He sat up straight and looked at Ambassador Serene. “I wish to request an additional team member. With her agreement, of course.”

      “That is acceptable. Who do you request and why?”

      Rein’s eyes shifted between gray and green. A sure sign of inner conflict. “I’ve just received reports that the kelpies intend to join Suelta.”

      A chorus of disappointed groans hummed around the table.

      “Yes. It’s a devastating loss for our side,” Rein said. “The kelpies are a strong force under the ocean, but like everyone else, their territory is too small for their tribe. I don’t know what my mother promised, but I must dissuade them. I request Miss Kinza. If she’s willing.”

      All eyes shot to the trickle of smoke, which froze. I guessed from surprise. Kinza’s blueish hue warmed to pink.

      Me? she projected. I’m of little use. I have only a fraction of my power while hidden.

      Rein leaned forward. “You understand the prophecy better than most, and I’d welcome your input. Besides, if Sharir is seeking you, isn’t it better to shift the guard and keep him guessing? Especially considering how effective his spies have been in the past. It’s your decision, of course, but I’d be grateful for your experience.”

      Kinza remained silent for a few seconds, then said, I’ll consider your proposal.

      “That alone would give me great pleasure.” Rein’s eyes shifted fully to green.

      “Very good,” Serene said. “Now, all that is lacking is assigning a team to the pixies.”

      Shume rubbed his facial hair. “I will dispatch the team currently with the tomte to the Eleventh Kingdom. Perhaps they will have better luck there.”

      Nemantia’s chair scraped across the tile as she stood up. “I will go to the pixies, Ambassador. I made a delightful friend with the pixie who came to the assembly earlier this year. I’m certain I can convince them to join our alliance.”

      “Perhaps not.” Rowan rested his bark-like chin on his hands. “The Eleventh Kingdom has behaved aggressively, even to the other pixie kingdoms. They must be recruited before even approaching the rest of pixiekind. Pixies are tricky. We shouldn’t put the princess at risk.”

      “Marshal Jenz Nighting is overly qualified to protect me,” Nemantia said, not giving up.

      King Odric leaned on his elbows. “It’s a matter of transportation, dearest. How are you to get to the pixie kingdom from Rowan’s forest? The Eleventh Kingdom is on the other side of the planet, and Fourth Earth is home to some frightening monsters.”

      “Agnes and Temnon transported for months. I can too.”

      “Not smart.” Temnon leaned back in his chair. “You’ve never been there, so transporting is risky under normal circumstances. Transporting that far on Fourth Earth will make you seriously sick. You’ll be helpless, and pixies are nasty when they’re mad.”

      “Then I won’t transport. I just need a way to travel faster than a vehicle.” Nemantia looked at me like I’d have an answer.

      She had such fervent hope in her eyes. I stopped begrudging the stupid tomte and my stupid mission and thought for a second. My brain came up with something brilliant.

      “Bandlash,” I said. “He is the fastest dragon on Third Earth. I’m sure Regent Menneth will allow him to escort you.”

      Nemantia clapped her hands in delight. “That little dragon with the fluffy ruff? Do you think he’d agree to carry us?”

      “In a heartbeat,” I said, knowing he admired her. “But you’ll have to figure out how to hang on and not get shaken to death.”

      Nemantia turned to her father so fast her dark hair whipped Rein in the face. “These are desperate times, Father,” she said. “I intend to stand up for our future, just as great-grammy did.”

      Odric couldn’t argue with that, no matter how much he wanted to protect his daughter.

      “Very well,” he conceded. “With Marshal Nighting and the dragon, you will be adequately protected. If we send a request now, he will hopefully arrive before Agnes and Temnon are scheduled to leave. I agree, and I’m proud of your willingness to help.” Odric slapped his hands on the table and stood. “With your assignments fully understood, gather your supplies and meet in the war room.”
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      Three hours later found me and my cart of explosives in the military bunker under the palace. The huge, open space moved like a life-sized chess board, only instead of single pieces, the Odonatas played with teams. Some teams were full delegations, with dignitaries and ambassadors, others were more like assault teams, with heavily armed paladins and military generals.

      Rein and Temnon, handsome in their military uniforms, were having a conversation near Arch Mage Claude. Actually, Rein’s mouth moved with happy animation, but Temnon stared at the floor with a dull, blank face. I waited for him to look up. Rein noticed me first. He waved Kinza’s rattle at me and pointed at it with a grinning nod. I guessed she agreed to join his team. Rein’s interaction with me got Temnon’s attention. He lifted his head in a bright smile, and he winked at me.

      He was glad to see me, but what was going on inside that blond head before I distracted him? I weaved through the thronging variety of soldiers and wizards, but Nemantia intercepted me. She wore the same ambassador version of the military uniform as me. Nemantia’s skirt caught the air and framed her shapely legs as she hurried toward me.

      “Aggie, want to transport to the throne room with me?”

      “Why?”

      “Vice Regent Kyprios sent word. Bandlash has agreed to join my team. He should be arriving any second.”

      I smiled. “Nemmy, that’s great. He’s got good instincts, and he’s much more pleasant company than most dragons.”

      “Meet you there, then.”

      Nemantia closed her eyes, and her blue necromancy magic activated.

      I met Temnon’s questioning eyes and sent him a telepathic message. Nemantia wants me to greet Bandlash. I’ll be right back, okay?

      He signaled his understanding, then I accessed my own internal ocean of light. Focusing intently on King Odric’s jade throne, I asked my magic to please send me there.

      My vision cleared, and a drip of blue light splashed at the foot of the royal dais. Nemantia was faster than me and had already spoken to the sentries on duty.

      “No sign of him yet,” she said, joining me by her father’s throne.

      A bright ball of light fell through the muraled ceiling. Followed by a second.

      “Who is coming with Bandlash? Vice Regent Kyprios?” I asked her.

      “Not at all.” Nemantia squinted like I had said the most hilarious thing. “He’d wreck the throne room.”

      The two balls of light faded, and familiar felines materialized.

      “Grimmal and Lumi,” I greeted happily, “welcome back. How are things at home?”

      The sentries lowered the golden security curtain. Lumi, in her gray-and-white housecat form, jumped off the platform, scampered to me, and then reached up to hook her claws in my dress.

      “Boring,” she said, “but boring can be good sometimes.”

      I picked her up, and she purred loudly in my arms. Grimmal sauntered over, placing his fluffy yellow feet in line, not enthused by my welcome in the least.

      “The Phar sends greetings,” he drawled lazily, “and best wishes, and all the rest of that diplomatic prattle.”

      I smirked at him. “Nice delivery, Grimmal.”

      “I’m a warrior, not a messenger,” he complained. “Sekmet is no good at diplomacy but is willing to bring warriors when it’s time to face Sharir. Where’s Temnon?”

      “Down in the bunker.”

      Grimmal turned, his tail pointed straight up, and he trotted to the door. “Let’s report in, Lumi,” he called curtly.

      She jumped out of my arms and ran after him. I saw right past Grimmal’s grumpy façade. He was excited to see Temnon. He’d help me with whatever bothered Tem if I asked him, but his version of help probably involved morphing into a saber-toothed tiger and cuffing Temnon into tomorrow.

      Nemantia touched my arm. “This must be Bandlash,” she said, head tilted back and eyes up.

      A ball of light, following the same path as Grimmal and Lumi, fell to the floor and faded as a mass of yellow-green coils appeared before them. Six kicking legs thrust slicing claws through the air. A telepathic voice grunted in my head.

      Oof, what in the—I’m all tangled up!

      “It’s him,” I told the sentries.

      When they lowered the curtain, the knotted drake’s body of my dragon friend rolled off the platform and crashed into the dais. The two sentries, alarmed at the heap of scales and claws, drew their weapons. Avoiding the swiping legs, I stepped over to where I thought the little dragon’s head might be.

      “Bandlash, be still,” I commanded firmly.

      The writhing scales froze in place. From beneath a thick coil, a flowing ruff of soft, yellow hair squeezed out and flopped on the ground. Two stubby horns struck the marble tile with a loud clack and upside-down blue eyes with humanish, round pupils widened in surprise.

      “Hi, Bandlash!” I said.

      Arch Mage Agnes, replied the dragon, I’m so glad it’s you. Please help me before the princess sees me.

      With the graciousness that contributed to her character, Nemantia quickly ducked behind her father’s throne rather than embarrass her visitor.

      “What happened to you?” I asked loudly to cover the sound of her retreating feet. “You are all tied up in knots.”

      I’ve never traveled by Jent Path before, he said. When my feet left the ground, I got all disoriented, and my stomachs turned into wiggling worms, and then my coils stopped listening to my head.

      Untangling a dragon—well, this was new. One of his middle legs caught on a strap of leather and prevented his coils from uncurling. I’d never seen dragons wear anything other than precious jewelry, but Bandlash wore two sets of sewn leather straps, one between his front and middle legs and another between his middle and rear legs.

      “This leg”—I patted it firmly—“bend it close to your tummy.”

      I popped the coil over the bent leg, and Bandlash unraveled. He flopped and twisted onto his feet. Growling with intense relief, he dug all six clawed feet into the marble tiles, relishing the firm ground and carving deep gashes in the floor. His scaled lips stretched across his vicious carnivore’s teeth in a wide smile. Unaware of his happy, wagging tail, it crashed into the dais, then swept the feet out from under both sentries, who landed on their rears.

      “Careful,” I yelled. “Your tail.”

      Bandlash froze again before his wagging tail slapped the fallen sentries across the room. What did I do?

      “Nothing bad,” I assured him, “but you are in a human palace. Everything is much smaller than you’re used to. And much more fragile.” I gestured to the sentries.

      He winced as he saw them climbing to their feet. Oh no, and after Regent Menneth warned me. I’ll try harder.

      “You’ll be fine with some practice,” I assured him. I tugged on the leather strapping he wore. “What is the leather for?”

      They are harnesses.

      He lifted the front third of his serpentine body and stood on his middle and rear legs. As supple as rope, he twisted around and touched the back harness with a claw. Silver magic, dormant before, glittered and formed a thick blanket around the leather.

      Dominath designed them for the mission. When they are touched, it triggers an enchantment that holds a rider in place and acts as a buffer, for a safe, comfortable ride.

      “Oh, good.” My hand jumped up to my heart. “I was so worried about that. Nemantia doesn’t have light magic, and Jenz doesn’t have magic at all. I thought they’d be shaken to pieces if you ran at full speed.”

      I may have been intentionally rough with you when I carried you out of the dinosaur enclosure, Bandlash admitted, his focus sideways and his front claws twiddling in shame, because I thought you were a traitor. A throaty whine whistled in his throat. I’m sorry about that.

      That beating was on purpose? I tipped my weight over one foot and crossed my arms. If Bandlash couldn’t read my human body language, he at least understood my scowl.

      I am very grateful you aren’t an actual traitor, he added. And at least I didn’t feed you to the tyrannosaur.

      “Third Earth would be a mess if you had.”

      Poor little guy fidgeted in dismay. In truth, he was the only reason I even got out of the dinosaur jungle.

      “I’m just glad you trusted me enough to take me to the Hall of Ri Dauch,” I said. “You made all the difference.” I waved a forgiving hand at him. “Now, are you ready for the princess?”

      He shook himself. A violent shudder traveled the length of his body and flicked out the end of his tail, and then he held his head erect.

      Ready.

      Right on cue, the golden double doors depicting a map of Tiranad swung open and Nemantia entered. She must have transported to the hall from behind the throne and probably peeked through the spinning cogs to know when Bandlash was ready. As she glided in, Bandlash struggled to keep his feet from prancing in the excitement.

      “Welcome to First Earth, Bandlash,” she greeted with warmth. “We are so grateful you agreed to represent the noblesse of Third Earth.”

      Our government is honored to assist our allies, he responded, stiffly bowing his upper coils.

      He probably practiced the greeting a hundred times. Cute little guy. Despite his efforts to hold still, his back paws crossed in embarrassment.

      “I’m certain you will represent your planet and family with skill. Now, shall we join the others?”

      Gently placing his feet, Bandlash padded after the princess. I followed and listened as Nemantia explained to him the details of their mission. Bandlash assured her he could deliver her in a timely manner and would be willing to eat any pixies insane enough to cause her trouble. A generous offer, which Nemantia politely declined, as the whole purpose of the mission was to gain allies, not make enemies.

      “I understand this is your first visit to another planet,” she casually mentioned. “Would you like to see some of the palace? We have some time before our team is scheduled to depart.”

      I doubted the wisdom of her offer, but since the palace restoration spell busily repaired the gashes in the tiles, I let it go. Besides, Bandlash seemed to be on his best behavior with Nemantia around. Not wanting to waste time walking through the expansive palace, I gave Nemantia a subtle wave, letting her know I’d catch up with her later.

      I’d hardly seen Temnon since the harpies, and after my visit with Serene in her sitting room, I wanted to see how he was feeling. I built up a transportation spell, focused entirely on the gray cement walls of the bunker, and let my magic carry me there.

      The bunker seemed less crowded. Several of the larger teams had already taken the specially made Jent Path to Fourth Earth. Chief Rowan’s stately figure no longer towered over the humans, so I guessed he had gone ahead to receive them. I wandered between the groups of people, breathing slowly to deal with all the strangers, until I found Temnon leaning against the wall a few paces from his parents. Trying to stay inconspicuous, I headed over to him.

      “Hi, Tem.”

      “You look nice,” he said. “Got everything you need?”

      I mentally ran through my list. I didn’t want to get caught up in fighting unprepared again. I had my pouch and my Aether Stones, and the Kevlar backpack contained my taser, a dozen grenades, my field chargers, personal items, and of course, my traveler’s fire.

      “What about my cart of weapons from Colucci?” I asked, looking where I’d left it.

      “Sent on ahead,” Temnon said. “Rowan himself took charge of them.”

      "Oh, good. Everything is so organized.”

      Temnon surveyed the operation with pride. “Mostly due to Grandmaster Shume. Dad is using the paladins for something special, and since Chattaway is injured, he offered to help organize the teams.”

      “I’m glad the paladins are helping, but most of them aren’t wizards. Not even Shume. What will happen to them if Sharir shows up?” The memory of the giant birds passing right through Sharir’s cloud face leapt to my mind. “Physical attacks don’t work on him.”

      “Don’t be scared, Agnes,” Temnon comforted, with a sly, knowing smile. “He caught everyone by surprise on Third Earth. Now that we know he exists, we have a plan.”

      An eager fire of anticipation gleamed in his eyes. This was more like the Temnon I knew. Thrilled with his good mood, I encouraged the conversation.

      “A plan? Sharir halted time for everything except himself in the dragon court. How can we follow a plan if no one can move?”

      With a teasing pat on my white hair, he patronized, “Sweet, innocent Agnes. You’ve grown these last months, but there is so much more to being a wizard than instinct.”

      “Such as?” I returned his teasing by slapping his hand off my head.

      “Magical signatures.”

      “Oh, like how magic from different wizards moves in patterns.”

      “Uh,” he said, and his eyes looked up as he thought. “Actually, that’s probably the case, but for normal wizards that can’t see magic, we feel it.”

      “I know that feeling,” I said. “I’ve felt it through the air when someone casts a really big spell.”

      “Yes. Just like our core armor, these uniforms carry enchantments. One is attuned to Sharir’s time-halting spell. It will activate a retreat sequence as soon as it detects Sharir’s magical signature.”

      I tried to put the concept into terms I could relate to. “Like computers recognizing certain pitches.”

      “Maybe,” he drawled with hesitation. “I don’t know much about sound waves. I’m better at tangible magic.”

      “Who wrote the enchantment?”

      “Dad. With help from Uncle Odric. There’s a good reason the planet voted him in as king. He’s not only great at enchanting, he’s also cunning with it and uses it in ways no one else thinks of. As soon as our armor recognizes Sharir’s magical signature, a Jent Path will open up and carry everyone to safety.”

      “Evasive action. I like that idea.”

      The groups of soldiers closest to us shuffled apart to allow Grimmal and Lumi, now in much more intimidating forms, pass by.

      Lumi shoved her snow leopard head into my stomach, pressing me against the wall, and I scratched her ears and chin. Grimmal turned in a circle and sat so close to Temnon his thick, black-and-orange tiger fur enveloped Temnon’s leg up to his thigh.

      "We’re to talk sense into the tomte,” Grimmal hissed. “What a waste of time. I’d prefer to tackle the centaurs and the elves.”

      Temnon huffed through his nose. “Mom and Dad have them. They’re taking a regiment of paladins and a whole envoy of negotiators.”

      “Why would you or anyone else want to go to the centaurs and elves?” I asked Grimmal.

      “To take part in the ten-thousand-year war,” he purred. “It’s legendary.”

      “Ten thousand years?” My tone raised, incredulous at the stupidity. “No one can fight that long. They’d kill each other into extinction.”

      “Without healing magic, they would have. Elves are the masters of herbal potions, and centaurs are rapid healers.”

      “So, centaurs can’t be killed?”

      Grimmal gave a snarling smile. “They can if the wound is severe enough.”

      Temnon explained further. “A necromancer is stationed on a hill above the battlefield to catch the souls of the mortally wounded. He holds the souls inside their bodies until they heal. Sometimes it takes a few days, but with his help, even deadly wounds heal. Then they return to battle the next day.”

      “And no one ever wins?” I found that hard to believe.

      “They are evenly matched in combat skills,” Grimmal growled, “but they never use any other war tactics, such as cutting off water supplies, or sending spies, or disrupting communications.”

      Temnon buried a hand in Grimmal’s fur. “Any one of those would tip the advantage,” he mused.

      “Then they are all fools,” decided Lumi. “Why fight if you can’t win?”

      It was a good question. I listened to Grimmal and Lumi devise battle plans that would end the war one way or another until my watch vibrated on my wrist. The alarm I’d set for our departure went off. With the field chargers from Colucci, its ability to tell time on other planets wouldn’t go to waste.

      “Time to go,” I said.

      Temnon led the way to the launch platform. “Temnon Odonata with Arch Mage Agnes’s team,” he said to the soldier holding the roster.

      “All team members accounted for?” the soldier asked.

      “Four members, all present,” answered Temnon.

      He double checked our identities against his records. “Very good,” he said, “your gear has been sent to the aridin tribe. Retrieve it quickly and clear the landing area for the next group.” The soldier placed a hand on a thick Aether Stone lying on a pedestal next to the launch pad. “Fourth Earth,” he commanded, and a golden circle spread beneath our feet. “Leaving in three, two, one.”

      On his mark, the floor vanished as the Jent Path opened, and we fell in. The magical path hurled our weightless figures between First Earth’s dual rings of nature magic. They shone with trillions of individual particles of magic, and radiated power that I could feel from miles away. The Fulcrum, the heart of creation and magic, warmed me through to the bones as it centered me and returned my used magic.

      Lumi and Grimmal resumed their discussion on how they would end the ten-thousand-year war while I propelled a stream of magic behind me and caught up to Temnon. I reached out and caught his hand to stop my momentum.

      “I’ve hardly seen you,” I said.

      “Yeah, sorry. After fighting Suelta for so long I needed to recover. I slept in the Fulcrum for nearly two hours before I got too hot.”

      “That’s a long time for you. You okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      My lie detector buzzed in my spine. I should have seen that one coming. Hoping to get some honesty out of him, I pressed a little bit harder. “Do you miss your Grandpa Thayn?”

      He stared down the length of the path. “Yes and no. I hadn’t seen him in years, but being gone is different from being dead.”

      I knew how he felt. I still missed my dad, and since he died when I was a baby, I didn’t even know him.

      “Did you ask Nemantia to let you visit the spirit realm?”

      He nodded. “He was happy. He said he was proud of me.”

      I thought Thayn would reach through the gate blocking the entrance and smack Temnon for falling for Pyranathos’s disguise. I was for a positive reunion.

      Temnon continued, “He told me to follow my gut and use my head.”

      “Sounds like typical grandpa advice.”

      “I guess,” he muttered. “Unless your gut and your head fight like elves and centaurs and pull you in opposite directions.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The brief frustration vanished in the light of a bright smile. “It’s nothing.”

      Another lie. I cocked my head and narrowed my eyes in a doubting glare.

      “Whoa.” He held up both hands. “Easy there, Arch Mage. Those big, brown eyes are lethal weapons. It’s not safe to shoot off a look like that without proper training.”

      “You should know better than to lie to your girlfriend. Especially when she’s a truth wizard.”

      He sighed, and his shoulders rounded in surrender. “You’re right. This is an official mission.” He held out both hands in front of him. Golden particles traced around his fingertips. “It’s my magic,” he said. “It doesn’t work the same.”

      After talking to Serene, I expected him to be upset about Thayn’s death. But I was thrilled he mentioned his struggling magic. Anything was better than the standard, “I’m fine,” nonsense. Even Grimmal and Lumi listened in, staring with their unreadable cat eyes.

      “Show me,” I told him.

      He reached into his uniform’s leg pouch. When he drew out his hand, he held a small knife with a handle shaped like a “T.” Clutching the handle in his closed fist, the blade poked up from his fingers. The magic playing about his knuckles flitted up the knife. The metal blade bent like soft putty, bubbling indecisively for several agonizing seconds. Finally, the blade changed its molecular structure and became stone. He turned it to show it to me.

      “What do you think?” he asked. “Does my magic look different?”

      “It took longer than usual,” I said. “And the knife acted like it didn’t know what to turn into.”

      “Yes.” He examined the stone blade. “That’s a good explanation.”

      “Does it feel different?” I pinched the stone between my fingers. “Your magic’s signature, I mean.”

      “It feels dull, like it’s tired or sick. If magic can be sick.” He let go of the rigid stone knife and let it float beside him. “I can’t change the molecules instantly anymore. I feel like a toddler trying to use basic skills.”

      “Have you heard of this happening before? A magical cold of some kind?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      He shook his head at his own failure and stared blankly at the galactic miracles of the Fulcrum. He seemed to grow distant, and I couldn’t think of anything to say to comfort him.

      “I can’t come with you until I figure it out,” he finally said. “I’m a liability in this state. As soon as we land, I’ll wait for Mom and Dad. They’ll have to find a substitute for your team.”

      I caught the drifting stone and sent my magic into it, restoring its true shape. “Or—and this is a much better idea—you can stay with me.”

      I handed the steel knife back to him. He started to protest, but I shushed him by snapping my fingers in his face.

      “No arguing,” I warned, sounding just like my mom. “You have talents other than your magic. You know the tribes and their history. You’re good at strategy, and you are a great swordsman. The adults took on the more dangerous tribes, so my safety isn’t a concern. You stay with me as a consultant, and we’ll figure out your magic together.”

      “And don’t forget,” Grimmal growled, “you also have us. We can handle any surprises.”

      Temnon went quiet. He crossed his arms and smashed his lips together, probably engaging in a fierce internal debate with himself.

      With a decisive nod, he said, “One tribe. I’ll give myself one chance. If I endanger the mission, or even fail to contribute, I’m pulling out and calling in help. This is too important to risk losing on my account.”

      We talked about possible magical ailments for the rest of the trip. It took a little over an hour to reach Fourth Earth. A torrential rush pounded in our ears as the magical wormhole bypassed time and space to open in front of a green planet. A planet of magic and war, even among simple, little tomte farmers.

      Smaller than First Earth, but bigger than the sciftan world, the whole planet glowed an emerald green. Even the ocean covering the northern pole was mossy. As we approached, the small planet hung in space, strangely unanchored.

      It took me a second to realize why.

      The magic rings were gone. The last time I approached from space, Fourth Earth’s blue nature magic emerged from the center of the northern ocean, spiraled the planet several times, and dove into the southern pole. Six months ago, it had thinned to a blue, shimmering thread. Now, not even the vaguest sparkle circled the planet.

      “Oh, fudge,” I said, stunned.

      “What is it?” Lumi asked.

      “Things on Fourth Earth just got epically worse.” I pointed down the Jent Path. “The magic rings are gone. Totally dried up.”

      “What does that mean?” Lumi’s fur rose.

      Temnon understood. His words had a slight tremor. “First, it means the magic shortage on Fourth Earth is beyond desperate. Second, it means the sun larva in the core is going to wake.”

      Grimmal yowled, low and long. Temnon took my hand, but I wasn’t sure if it was for my comfort or his.

      “But it won’t wake soon, right?” Lumi asked me, her tail rigid and fluffed in fear. “It took thousands of years for the sun larva in your planet to wake up after magic was banned.”

      I had no comfort for her. “It was healthy and fully fed,” I explained. “Fourth Earth’s sun larva is starving and nearly awake already. We can probably add massive earthquakes to the list of Fourth Earth’s issues.”

      “Lucky us,” Temnon muttered.

      He hated earthquakes even with his magic at full capacity. Facing them when sick? Insanity. I pulled closer to him as we hurtled toward the massive green canopy of aridin territory.

      Was our mission doomed? What was the point of uniting the tribes only to have the planet shake apart? Crap. I had to deliver the news to Rowan.

      I sucked at giving bad news.
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      The Jent Path carried us southwest of the ocean, and we plummeted into aridin territory. A great forest of trees in a wide variety of species formed a patchwork canopy stretching for miles and miles. I knew from my prior visits that the groves of various tree species were inhabited by family groups surrounding the dark green capital in the center.

      We flew to the center of a grove of evergreens that were larger than the giant redwoods of northern California. We descended, phasing through the massive branches covered in needles as thick as a finger and long as an arm. Below the interlaced needles, hundreds of aridins, their long, white hair gleaming against the deep-brown bark of the evergreens, stood on rounded balconies. The aridin capital looked like the forest version of the skyscrapers of New York.

      We landed in a large clearing. Chief Rowan waited for us to materialize, and then spread his hands wide.

      “Welcome again to our home soil, Prince Temnon, Arch Mage Agnes, and Grimmal and Lumi of the sciftans.”

      “Thank you again for helping,” I said, feeling hundreds of curious eyes staring from every direction. I’d never get used to this sort of thing.

      “It is no sacrifice.” Rowan led us off the landing pad. “On the contrary, you are serving us. We will only benefit from a united world. War and malcontent eat away at our resources. Peace is necessary if we are to survive.”

      Several aridins (probably soldiers, judging by their bulky, brown muscles and gold-tipped spears) stood by our gear. Temnon, who would normally use his magic to grab the whole load at once, fidgeted in embarrassment.

      “Chief Rowan,” I said, “I know we are scheduled to leave for tomte territory, but I have to deliver some...news.”

      I almost said, “devastating news,” but stopped myself at the last second. I didn’t want to scare any aridin kids.

      Wide, feathered wings grew from Grimmal as he shifted to an oversized, saber-toothed tiger. “Lumi and I will stay for the gear.” He stalked up to the soldiers and turned to give them access to his very sizable back. “Strap it onto me,” he said, “but avoid hindering my wing stroke.”

      One soldier pointed to my cart of explosives. “This as well?”

      “No.” I lifted my backpack from the pile and strapped it on. “Please guard this somewhere safe until we recruit the pixies. And don’t remove the covering. Second Earth weapons are dangerous.”

      The soldiers stamped their spear handles in the dirt to acknowledge my orders. Grimmal seemed relieved that he didn’t have to carry the heavy handcart.

      The soldiers strapped our gear to Grimmal, and Rowan led Temnon and I down a broad, well-swept path winding through the trees. A brisk breeze caught up a handful of soil and a few dry leaves, whipping them into a knee-high dust devil. It spun across the ground parallel to us, shining with tiny flashes of light.

      “Have you ever been to tomte territory?” Rowan asked, distracting me from the tiny whirl of wind.

      Temnon answered for both of us. “No. Is it far?”

      Rowan pointed with a long, slim finger. “West of here. A three-day journey, and closer to the ocean than our lands.”

      “Does the wind blow westward?” Temnon asked Rowan. He must have noticed the cartwheeling leaves blowing along the path too.

      “My people do not fly, but I have observed clouds blowing southwest. Does that help?”

      Temnon frowned. “We’ll have to adjust.”

      The path stopped at a tree large enough to enclose Dr. Buchanan’s whole apartment building in Boston. Rowan stood in a tall archway carved in the base of the tree’s trunk and invited us inside. It was partially hollow. The heart of the tree remained intact, and a honeycomb of carved rooms connected the center to the outside layer.

      “My taeda,” Rowan introduced.

      My Ademic magically translated the word. “Taeda” meant “tree,” but with more significance. Aridin families bound themselves to a particular tree in a symbiotic relationship. The trees provided homes for the aridins, who, in turn, nourished the trees and protected them from damage.

      It was kind of cool, I thought.

      Rowan entered a small room. There was nothing unnecessary or frivolous, but the room was gorgeous. Everything was made of wood or fabric woven from the dried and softened fibers of fallen pine needles. We sat on a platform chair, carved into the living wood of the tree and ergonomically fitted to the typical aridin. Temnon sat comfortably, but my feet dangled five inches from the floor.

      Rowan closed a thick curtain for privacy and took his own seat. He handed us each a curving, wooden tube of clean water and patiently waited, expecting us to drink it. It had a hint of sweetness and a flowery aftertaste, meant to be savored, but I guzzled it down. I was too anxious for time-consuming etiquette and wanted to get it over with.

      “Chief Rowan,” I said, “my news is not good.”

      His face remained pleasant. “News is merely information to be used. Good or bad, I shall hear it with gratitude.”

      I gripped the water tube uneasily. “The magic rings that circle your planet are gone.”

      His pleasant expression dropped. So much for hearing all news with gratitude.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “I did not expect this. You are certain?”

      “I’m sorry.” I couldn’t meet his worried stare.

      He stood and crossed to the wall of his taeda, running a finger along the polished grain. “Fourth Earth is unique among magical planets. I’m not sure if you are aware. All life here is connected to nature magic. Fairies are part of the flowers, sirens are of the ocean, we aridin, the trees. Our share of magic is not doled out by the Fulcrum as yours is, but by the magic flowing through nature.”

      I didn’t know any of this. It was fascinating, and scary because I could see what he hinted at.

      He turned to us and continued, “If the planet’s magic no longer flows, it will not replenish the magic in our sources. Once we use our current stores, our magic will disappear. Every living being on Fourth Earth depends on the magic of the earth. Without it, we will die.”

      Crap on a cracker. I didn’t know what was worse—a slow death from magic starvation or being smushed in an earthquake. Either way, Fourth Earth might not have to worry about Sharir taking over the universe after all. It might be destroyed before Sharir got his chance.

      Rowan’s long hair rippled as he gave his head a determined shake. “It doesn’t matter. I have faith that the wave of evil spoken of in the prophecy will be stopped. And I have not forgotten Chief Rein’s destiny.” He lifted both hands and interlaced his fingers. Peering over his knuckles, he said, “He will restore the magic to our planet. I believe it. My taeda feels that the time is close.”

      I wished I had his faith. I didn’t. There was no peace in my head, only what ifs. What if Rein died from lack of magic before he married a mage with the power of a whole world and restored Fourth Earth’s nature magic? What if the sun larva woke up and shook the planet apart before we united the clans? What if Sharir planned this whole mess, forced Kinza to marry him, and destroyed the universe?

      I glanced at Temnon. His temple was tight, his jaw, clenched. I wondered if his thoughts were the same as mine. He already suffered, but what if I hurt him more? What if the only way to save everything was to leave him forever and marry Rein?

      My lungs, crushed under the weight of terror, squeezed all the oxygen out, and I gasped. My legs jumped with nerve pain, and I leaped upright. The forgotten tube clattered on the floor.

      “Well, we’d better get going. Sorry about everything, and please send messages to people who need to know, like Odric, and definitely Rein and stuff.”

      “Are you quite all right?” Rowan stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

      Maybe I had. Leaving Temnon terrified me more than the universe being destroyed? Yeah, some wire in my brain tripped. Months of fighting sea monsters, and I panic over a possible break up.

      The loss of love is not a trivial thing.

      The truth spoke to my mind. I halted my panic and pondered the sentence until I comprehended it entirely.

      No. Love is not a trivial thing at all.

      Rowan then escorted us back down the path until he reached an intersection. He gestured to a path curving to the right.

      “Follow this path until you see a taeda cleared of its branches. Otherwise, your sciftan teammates will find it difficult to maneuver through the canopy.”

      Then he spread his hands again and bowed his head until his long hair fell over his shoulders. “Every success in your endeavors.”

      “That is our hope as well,” Temnon responded.

      Rowan returned to his duties, and we followed the path until we found Grimmal and Lumi looking up at the taeda version of a helicopter pad. I tilted my head back to check it out.

      Way up at the top of the tree, the reaching branches supported a large, circular balcony. The spacious deck suited the needs of most flying creatures, including Grimmal’s enlarged saber-toothed form. Although most of the tree’s branches sprouted at the top, several grew down the length of the massive trunk, making it impossible to fly to the pad.

      “How did Rowan take the bad news?” Grimmal asked.

      Temnon sighed. “With shock and fear. But he comforted himself with a healthy dose of hope. He has admirable faith in Rein.”

      Grimmal’s ears twitched. “Then Rein had better not disappoint.”

      “How do people get up there?” Temnon asked, walking backward to get a better view of the launching pad. “Oh, there’s an opening in that taeda up there. See it?”

      I walked to the base of the taeda and peeked inside. A billion stairs weaved through the hollowed-out rooms up to the pad.

      “No wonder the aridin are in such good shape,” I muttered to myself.

      “No way,” hissed Grimmal, backing out of the doorway to the outside of the taeda. “Tem, climb up and hang on.”

      With a running leap, Temnon clung onto our gear and scrambled up to Grimmal’s back. He hooked his knees over Grimmal’s wing joints.

      With both hands clutching Grimmal’s thick fur and grinning in excitement, Temnon said, “Let’s go.”

      Grimmal settled over his haunches and sprung up, digging his claws into the rough bark. He climbed the tree by pushing off his hind legs and catching himself with his front claws. From the forest floor, it looked like a rough ride for Temnon and the gear. Lumi’s tail swished as she watched her father literally run up the side of the giant tree.

      “We can take the stairs,” offered Lumi.

      “I can hold on,” I said. “I’m stronger than I look now.”

      “You are indeed.”

      She crouched down, and I straddled her broad back. She wiggled her weight over her back legs to find her balance.

      “Ready?”

      I clamped my legs against her sides. “Go.”

      Together we bounded up the side of the tree. Lumi’s front and hind legs worked in tandem to eat up the vertical distance in a fraction of the time it would have taken to walk up the billion stairs. Soon, both sciftans stood on the solid, wooden platform supported by branches as thick as a grain silo.

      Temnon shoved his hand into a small pocket near his hip and retrieved a record gem. At his touch, it displayed a cool, magical map made of illusion magic. The maps came in handy during our frequent battles against Suelta, but I’d seen little of Fourth Earth other than the coastal lands bordering Suelta’s territory.

      “West is that way,” he said. “We can follow this river to tomte territory, but it’s a fair distance. We’ll have to camp at least twice.”

      “Three nights if we fight the wind,” added Grimmal. “It will tire us.”

      Lumi expanded beneath me as she shifted to a winged lioness. The sciftans launched into the sky and caught the wind in their feathered wings. They climbed to gain altitude and found an air current angling across the river. They glided on the wind a few hundred yards, and then flapped hard against the wind to get back on course. After several repeats of the same pattern, Lumi growled. I felt the vibrations through the armor covering my legs.

      “Three days at least,” Lumi judged.

      An hour into our flight, I even got tired. Lumi used her whole body to fight the southern pull of the wind. With her legs, back, and head all bucking like mad, I struggled to hang on. When the sciftans banked to glide on the streaming air again, I groaned and shook out my cramping hands.

      “It might take four days at this rate,” I said to Lumi. “I’m going to need a rest soon.”

      “It’s not just the wind,” she said. “It’s the increased gravity.”

      “What increased gravity?” I asked.

      Grimmal growled. “We didn’t tell you at first,” he said, “because we didn’t want you to get discouraged. Gravity on Fourth Earth has a slightly stronger pull than most planets. That is why the local citizens are so muscular.”

      Well, that blew my mind. No wonder Sadie kept going on about muscle tone. I fought the increased gravity with every step for the last six months. I guessed it paid off. I’d never been this strong in my life. But it sure made flying hard for Lumi. If only the wind helped instead of hindered.

      Scanning the solid canopy of taeda beneath us, a ray of sunlight shone in my eyes. I shaded them with my cramping hand. A second later, the light flashed in my face, and then zipped between Lumi’s ears.

      Wait a second—it wasn’t sunlight. It was my magic trying to show me a truth. It danced off to my left where it bled into the wind, lighting the breeze and making it visible. With a subtle curve, the wind turned due west. The light curved along some kind of shape, but before I recognized it, the light flickered out.

      “The wind just shifted,” Grimmal called over the rush of air. “A fortunate stroke of luck.”

      Was it? My magic only appeared to show me something important. Why would it show me the changing wind? Maybe something in the wind? I didn’t see anything. Weird.

      Whatever I didn’t see soon faded into the back of my mind as we sailed effortlessly over the forest. My stomach rumbled around midday, but the blanket of trees stretched on with nowhere to land. Lumi’s head sagged tiredly when Grimmal’s sharp eyes made out a pinprick of a clearing, just big enough for us to sail down and land.

      “Ugh,” Lumi groaned, her wings hanging limp. “That was brutal.”

      “We could try transporting,” I suggested.

      “No!” She shifted to a snow leopard, and her wings withdrew into her fur. “I’d rather fly until I beat my wings from my shoulders. A quick nap will suffice.”

      “Five minutes,” Grimmal told her. “We’d best ride the wind while it blows in our favor.”

      Temnon and I ate from our rations while Lumi and Grimmal instantly fell asleep. Deep in the forest, something huge and alive crashed between the giant trees. Used to constant threats, Temnon and I kept eating and listened. Lucky for us, the monster’s path didn’t cross ours, and we relaxed.

      Six minutes later, Grimmal and Lumi once again glided on the favorable wind, and by the time the sun fell toward the horizon, the massive forest thinned. Temnon checked his record gem map and guided us to a low hill off to the side of the river. We landed near a lush tree with tiny, fluttering, yellow leaves. Lumi instantly shifted into a kitten and lay on her side in the turf of wild grass. Temnon loosened the gear, and it fell from Grimmal with a thud.

      “Ah.” A feline purr rattled in Grimmal’s long sigh.

      He shook himself, shrunk into a housecat, and stepped away into the grass behind the tree. Temnon went the opposite direction, probably for the same reason. Wondering how far that lucky wind carried us, I moved aside my skirt and patted the pouches in my armor until I found my own record gem. A cool little illusion of Fourth Earth appeared and zoomed into an aerial view of the little hill. It matched the location marked for our second night of camping. Even with the rough start, we’d traveled over halfway to tomte territory.

      Nice.

      Near the holographic hill glowed a backward “c.” The simple Ademic symbol meant the area was free of hostile residents. I pocketed the gem, dug into my gear, ate a few bites, and felt safe enough on the foreign planet to lay down next to Lumi. The setting sun cast a red light onto the fluttering yellow leaves above me, enriching them with a scarlet hue deeper than the orange sunsets of home. The whole tree lit up like a field of roses.

      Pretty, I thought as I fell fast asleep.
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      I awoke long before dawn, in a comfy cot with a tent stretched over my head. My legs ached and pricked under the weight of the blanket. I willed my magic to flood into them and let my light glow while I gently stretched and rubbed them. The warmth soon eased the pain. The tent couldn’t connect to the Fulcrum, but it had other magical amenities. I bustled around, cleaning up and such until the smell of a hot breakfast lured me out. Even in the dark of the predawn, Temnon camped like a boss.

      After eating, the four of us struck camp and took to the sky. Grimmal and Lumi stayed low, following the glow of starlight on the river until a deep red blushed the sky. No longer hindered by the dark, the sciftans ascended to ride the wind, which still blew due west.

      High above the ground, I watched the sun rise. Its rays penetrated the atmosphere of the magical world, splitting into a spectrum of red. The tide of velvety crimson light spread slowly from horizon to horizon, baptizing everything it touched in scarlet radiance. Even the green of the trees and grass willingly accepted the crimson, and for several, beautiful minutes, the land became one with the sky.

      “Wow,” I said to myself.

      Sadly, the sun rose higher, the red faded, and the world reclaimed the colors that nature gave them. My moment of divine beauty ended, and my task lay ahead.

      “The wind’s speed has increased,” Grimmal called into the rush of air. “Lumi, tilt your wings more. With this wind we’ll get there by early afternoon.”

      As Grimmal predicted, the sun had reached its peak and begun descending when we entered a territory of neatly squared off fields. Except for the serpentine river, the fields were as tidy as a checkerboard.

      “That’s it. The tomte capital.” Temnon, comparing the landscape to his record gem, pointed straight up the river.

      Far beyond the fields, I saw a set of hills on opposite sides of the river. The hill on the left was short and as green as the fields. The hill on the right was tall, rocky, and devoid of growth.

      Grimmal and Lumi descended below the air current, closer to the river. A sound in the distance reached my ears. A soft, sort of pfft ricocheted between the hills.

      “What was that?” Lumi asked.

      Once again, we all heard a soft pfft. Grimmal’s round ears lifted and swiveled to the front.

      “There’s smoke,” he said. “There, over the river.”

      “A boat on fire?” I guessed.

      “Doesn’t look like it.” Temnon squinted into the distance. “Watch the smoke. It doesn’t rise slow or steady like a fire.”

      The next puff of smoke flared like a starburst over the water, long, arching tails flying in every direction and gradually falling back down again.

      “Are they explosions?” I asked Temnon. “They sort of look like bombs.”

      “If I didn’t know better,” he answered, “I’d guess the tomte have discovered cesium.”

      “Which is?”

      “An alkali metal. Explodes in water.”

      Lumi’s low growl rattled against my legs.

      “If they have, then the tomte have taken their civil war to a dangerous level.”
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      The watery explosions continued until we reached the hills. Grimmal and Lumi circled high above as we observed the layout of the tomte cities.

      Neat little farmhouses and tidy barns, painted the same green as the fields, divided up the shorter hill. Cattle, horses, chickens, and other familiar farm animals grazed in the fenced barnyards. Except for every structure being doused in green paint, the farms bore a striking resemblance to the small, nineteenth century farms of Second Earth.

      On the other side of the river, black-mouthed caves pockmarked the slopes of the taller, rocky hill. Sturdy contraptions such as conveyor belts and cranes with pulleys were erected near the caves, and a large water wheel spun in a short waterfall emptying into the river below.

      “Half farmers and half miners,” judged Grimmal. “There’s a lot of movement on the riverbanks.”

      “Take us lower,” Temnon said. “We need a closer look.”

      Both sciftans dropped in altitude until we saw the ground in clear detail. On both sides, small people in tall hats scurried like ants swarming an ant hill. They ran up and down their respective hills, hauling supplies to the shores of the river. On the farming side, several rows of wagons outfitted with long catapult arms hurled balls of tightly bundled hay drenched in oil and lit on fire. On the rocky side, slings attached to thin metal poles flung gray, round objects.

      “The farming community has better reach and accuracy with those catapults,” Grimmal said. “I can’t tell what the miners are throwing, but those slings are crude and hard to aim.”

      “Best not to be hit by one anyhow,” Lumi said. “Careful of the left there.”

      Grimmal and Lumi flapped hard to hover in the air where we could keep an eye on a thin, metal pole, longer than most. A long line of tomte in tall, gray hats heaved on a rope attached to its tip until the pole bent backward in a complete arch. A team of four tomte, each holding a corner of a leather tarp, hauled a heavy, round object to the tip of the arching pole.

      Temnon sent golden magic down to the tarp. Slow and sluggish, the golden particles trickled painfully to the round object. The little men hooked the tarp holding the round thing to the tip of the pole. If Temnon’s spell didn’t hurry, they’d launch the object before he could analyze it. The four tarp carriers scattered, and a tomte outfitted in thick leather coverings approached. He held something in a set of tongs far out in front of him and moved as though he expected to be blown up any second. His deliberate movements gave Temnon’s sick magic a chance to reach the tarp. Just as the golden particles flitted on the tarp, the tomte gingerly placed whatever he held in his tongs into the round object.

      Temnon cursed. Forcing his magic to work caused a bead of sweat on his brow.

      “You were right, Agnes,” he said. “They built a bomb. A big one. The round thing is a clay pot full of water. They just put in a glass vial containing enough cesium to blow up half the farmer’s frontline. If that clay pot makes it across the river and breaks the glass containing the cesium, it will react violently with the water and kill anyone in its radius.”

      “We have to stop them,” I shouted. “Lumi, get us down there.”

      Lumi tucked up her feet and dove, but we were too late—the miners released the pole. Its narrow tip sprang upward and flung the tarp holding the clay bomb into a high arch. My team and I watched in horror as it flew along a dangerous trajectory.

      “It’s going to reach the bank,” Grimmal growled, articulating what we all knew.

      On the farming front lines, the tomte ran from the catapults, but they’d never clear the blast radius in time.

      I pointed a hand at the flying ball. Sucking a stream of light from my internal ocean, I sent it into the path of the flying bomb. It spread into a pancake. Focusing, I clenched my fist, partially solidifying the light. The bomb plunged into the center of my flexible and solid light, like a bowling ball falling into a sheet. The ends of my light wrapped around the bomb, encasing it in a magical blanket.

      “Hold, hold, hold,” I shouted to myself, cupping my hands in a tight ball to help visualize what I wanted my magic to do.

      The magic-encased bomb plunged into the ground under a catapult wagon. A blast of orange and magenta flame released, expanding my blanket of light like a big balloon. The force knocked over the catapult, but the light held. My wonderful light shield contained the deadly blast, saving the lives of dozens of the farming tomte.

      “What did you do?” Temnon asked.

      Others couldn’t see my magical light unless I willed it to be visible. The contained explosion must have looked odd to them.

      “Caught the bomb in a light shield,” I said.

      For a few seconds, the little men processed what just happened. Hopefully, they’d realize how close they came to dying and give up the fight. To my chagrin, the farmers broke out into a cheer and the miners cursed angrily. Rebounding with energy, the farmers released five catapults in a row.

      “Are you serious?” I shouted.

      Stupid, ignorant, little pygmies! Did they want to destroy themselves? Indignation burned inside me and heated an unquenchable anger. I shot five streams of light to wrap up the flaming hay before it hit the ground. The big balls of fire burned inside the light, using up the oxygen in seconds and dying.

      I had to draw their attention away from their pointless fighting. I accessed my light and asked it to glow like a beacon. The scars on my right cheek and neck warmed. Beams of light radiated across both hills more brightly than the sun, and the warmongering, pointed-hat tomte finally noticed me.

      “The next tomte to shoot anything over this river is going to find himself stuck inside a light shield!” I roared at both sides.

      One stubborn miner with a grizzled beard shook his fist at me, cursing at the top of his lungs, and released his loaded spring pole. I encased the small bomb gently, so as not to break the glass vial containing the cesium. I directed my light to carry it right back to him and enveloped the ornery little man inside with his own bomb. He turned to run and smacked into the invisible wall of my magic. Realizing he was trapped, he frantically pounded on the solid light, while the cesium bomb rolled around at his feet.

      Grimmal’s chest heaved with a huffing chuckle. He would find that funny.

      “Who’s next?” I shouted, both fists gleaming with visible light magic. “Anyone else want to test me?”

      Miners and farmers alike reluctantly set down whatever they held and unwound the tension on their catapults and poles.

      “I will meet with representatives from both sides on neutral ground, or so help me, each and every one of you will find yourselves locked in your own personal prison,” I threatened. Then I pointed to the farming side. “Representative!” I bellowed. “Now!”

      A burly farmer from the rear of the line marched past the catapults and stomped angry boots into the debris-littered river shore.

      “No beard,” noticed Lumi. “She’s a woman.”

      Pointing to the mining side, I shouted, “Representative! Now!”

      The miners aimed confused glances at the ornery little guy still scrambling against the sides of my light shield. Mr. Trigger-happy was their leader. Fine. Whatever.

      I opened the side of the light shield, and the grizzled guy fell face first onto the ground. He picked himself up and leaned toward me, every sinew of his body bunched in indignation. He looked like he wanted nothing more than to jump through the air and punch me.

      “This is a private matter, wizard,” he shouted. “We’ll have none of you!”

      Bullheaded ox. His attitude fueled mine, and I lifted my light shield encasing the unexploded cesium bomb.

      “You’ve got one chance to represent your side,” I yelled back. “If you blow it, so will I.”

      To emphasize my point, I pounded my light shield on the ground in front of him. The bomb inside exploded in flames, causing several miner tomte to dive to their bellies in fear. The cantankerous old coot flinched at the burst of flames. His face scrunched in fury, and he nodded once.

      So much for Ambassador Serene’s plan of a calm, diplomatic approach. Oh well, at least my temper-tantrum resulted in talks.

      “You can each bring five tomte of your choice to counsel you in the talks. These are peace talks, so no weapons.” I turned to the old coot, offering him something to soften my threats. “You pick the place.”

      He pondered for a second. “The First Well.”

      “Agreed?” I met the burly farmer’s glare with one of my own.

      “No, too dangerous,” she protested.

      The miners scoffed, some even mocking her with derisive laughter.

      “The Noddy Tree,” she countered.

      The old coot spat on one hand and clapped loudly. “Agreed.”

      That didn’t take long. Yay for compromise. “You have ten minutes to pick your five and get to the tree. Oh, and command the rest of your tomte to cease-fire during the talks.”

      Old coot grumbled, and the bulky farmer clenched her fists in protest. I wrapped up a catapult with the light of one hand and a slinging pole with the light from the other. Trying not to show the strain of how difficult it was to hold the large weapons of war, I lifted them about ten feet off the ground.

      “Stop,” shouted the farmer. “We agree! We agree!”

      “The war is on hold for now,” the old coot belted to his troops. “Just go, stock supplies or something.”

      Relieved, I set down the tomte long-distance weaponry. Both leaders barked orders, and the tomte scampered to their new assignments with gusto.

      “You okay, Agnes?” Temnon asked.

      “Whew,” I breathed softly. “That was really hard.”

      “Yeah, but you handled them like a pro,” he grinned. “You should lose your temper more often.”

      “Or not,” I griped, rubbing my stabbing thighs. I knew better than to get all stressed out like that, especially without access to the Fulcrum. Stress triggered my neuropathy, and my nerves burned with the pinpricks of a hundred needles randomly poking my legs. My foot kicked out on its own, narrowly missing Lumi’s jaw as she turned to check on me.

      “I’d better sit down before the talks start in ten minutes,” I said, wincing in pain.

      “You should have given yourself more time to recover,” scolded Lumi. “Ten minutes isn’t long enough.”

      “The tomte might have used the time to plot against us,” Grimmal argued. “Agnes made the right choice. Where’s the Noddy Tree, Tem?” Grimmal asked. “My wings are getting tired from hovering.”

      Gazing into his record gem, Temnon pointed. “Other side of the hills, in the middle of the river. The tomte are going to have to run to get there in ten minutes.”

      Flapping hard, Grimmal took off. “Come on, Lumi. If we hurry, Agnes can rest for nine of those minutes.”

      On the other side of the hills, the river became wide and shallow and split evenly around a rise of solid ground. A huge tree grew in the rise’s center, but rather than growing up like the aridin’s taeda, its branches reached out in a horizontal spread.

      “That has to be the Noddy Tree,” I said with wonder.

      Grimmal and Lumi cruised to the ground and landed smoothly under the branches. Temnon released them from their gear, and they both jumped up onto the broad branches of the tree. There were several tables and chairs, but they were far too small for me to sit in. I found a nice perch on the remains of a broken branch and rested my back against the tree trunk.

      I warmed my legs with my light and admired the unique tree. It was amazing. Specialized roots sprouted from the ground up to the long branches, supporting their weight. The leaves were a purplish color, like a plum tree, but I didn’t see any fruit. The only thing hanging from these branches were dozens of woven hammocks, swings, and lanterns. The tomte must come here to sleep under the stars.

      “Oh, Noddy,” I said, “like nodding off to sleep. Cute. Too bad they’re trying to kill each other.”

      Temnon closed a bag and came over to me holding two small packages wrapped in paper. “What’s your plan, Agnes?” he asked, handing me a papered package.

      The package contained a square of dry cake. I took a bite. “My plan?” I said with crumbs falling on my chest. “I plan to turn the negotiations over to you.”

      “Nope. You are the one who stopped their war. Whether you like it or not, they acknowledge you as worthy of their respect. They’ll listen to you. Not me.” He dragged two small tables in front of my branch perch. “I’m just here for support.”

      “But I don’t know anything about negotiating,” I insisted. “You’re a prince. Didn’t you take classes or something?”

      “Rest while I give you a crash course.” Temnon ate with one hand and dragged the little chairs to the tables with the other. “The idea is to let them do the talking. You moderate. If they come to an impasse, ask for a compromise. If no one speaks up, offer something they both hate.”

      “Like what?”

      Temnon swallowed. “I don’t know. You have to listen to them to figure out what they want and don’t want.”

      He made it all sound so easy.

      I brushed off some crumbs and took another bite. “But what if they start fighting and I lose control?”

      “Simple.” Grimmal stretched with his forelegs forward and his tail extending up into the Noddy Tree branches. “I’ll eat them.”

      “You wouldn’t,” I protested before noticing the jarring lie in my spine.

      “Of course not,” Temnon said. “But the tomte don’t have to know that. We are here to counsel you. You only have to be in charge and ask us for help.”

      Bouncing movement along the riverbank caught my eye. Six green hats pointed out of a dust cloud moving along the river. A rumble of galloping hoofbeats explained the bouncing. They rode horses to get here. On the other side of the river, not far behind, six gray hats poked out of a second cloud of dust. I shoved the dry cake into my mouth and chewed fast, trying to choke it down before they reached the Noddy Tree.

      “Agnes,” Lumi told me. “Do something about your appearance. You have to look important.”

      I glared at her and swallowed hard. “How does one look important?”

      “Sit up straight,” Grimmal said, “and wipe that fear from your face. Pretend you’re confident.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper-shouted at them. “I can’t look confident when I’m actually terrified of messing this up. That’s lying.”

      The groups were close enough now that I saw the miners riding a primitive cart. Two tomte spun a circle shaped like a steering helm on a pirate ship. It powered the wheels, I guessed. A third tomte steered the cart with two levers.

      The farmers reached us and dismounted, dangling from the flat saddle before hitting the ground. They were so small, they fit three full-grown tomte on one horse. They started wading across the shallow water to the island.

      “Make your face glow,” Temnon whispered to me. “The light will hide your expression.”

      I accessed my magic. The farmer tomte tried to see past my glow as they approached us.

      Forcing my throat to relax, I said, “You made it in time. Choose your seats.”

      With hostility mixed with suspicion, the farmer leader tilted her head to the nearest table. She and the others sat, but they kept their feet under them, ready to stand and fight at a moment’s notice.

      I gave the miners the same greeting, and they sat with begrudging cooperation, shading their eyes from my glow. Both groups wore tailored shirts and trousers. They must have been quite sharp once, but now they were stained and worn. As one of the miners sat, his shirt bulged sharply.

      “Lumi,” I said, smoothly pointing at him, “check that one for weapons.”

      Squirming with guilt at being caught, the miner slapped a pickaxe on the table. “No need for that,” he said, “I’ll give it up.”

      “Blast it, Feffer,” scolded the ornery miner leader. “I told you no weapons.”

      “A pickaxe is a friend, not a weapon,” complained the guilty tomte.

      Lumi circled the tables, head bent low to smell each of the tiny people. Without their hats, they were only around three feet tall. No other items that could be used as a weapon were found, so they all stared at me, waiting for me to talk. I couldn’t keep calling them burly farmer and old coot, so I started with introductions.

      “I’m Arch Mage Agnes of Second Earth,” I said, keeping it simple. “This is Prince Temnon Odonata of First Earth, and Grimmal and Lumi of Fifth Earth. Your names, please?”

      Old coot went first, standing. “I’m Neller.” He pointed to each of his four men and one wrinkled woman. “Feffer, Godden, Clay, Mox, and my wife, Panny.”

      I nodded like the Jolo did, hoping between my light and my smooth voice that I expressed a fraction of the confidence they had.

      I turned to the farmers and said, “Your names, please?”

      The burly woman stood. “Name’s Ayda,” she said, then she nodded to the big guy to her left. “My mate is Den. These are Warren, Buck, Pint, and Whisper.”

      Whisper was a young girl—a pretty one, too, with long, shiny, black braids hanging down her back. She seemed out of place with the rough, angry farmers.

      “You deserve to know why I’m here,” I said, wondering how to phrase the complex prophecy.

      “I know why.” Whisper ducked shyly as I turned to her in surprise.

      “You do?” Ayda blurted, as surprised as me.

      “I told you already, Ayda. Remember?” Whisper shrunk under Ayda’s stern gaze. “She’s going to change the course of this world.”

      I couldn’t have hoped for a better introduction, but how did she know that?

      “Not this nonsense again,” criticized Ayda with aggravation. “The wind does not speak.”

      Whisper kept her head lowered but spoke clearly. “Yes, it does. To those open enough to hear it.”

      Ayda turned to all of us. “That’s why she’s called Whisper. Used to talk about the wind whispering as a child. Thought she grew out of that.”

      “Why have her on your counsel if she’s a loony?” Neller asked.

      “She shepherds the children,” Ayda answered, not offended by the slight to Whisper’s sanity. “These talks concern them, too.”

      “My Panny claims that role,” Neller said. “Question is,” he said as his eyes narrowed at me, “why she knows about this mysterious swamp lantern here.”

      Cunning little Neller. With one sentence he turned me into the bad guy. I’d better change the topic quick, or I’d lose all of them.

      “Lots of planets know me,” I said, casually. “Including this one. I’ve already saved it from an invasion once.”

      “A skinny stalk like you?” judged Den. “Well, that’s plain unlikely, isn’t it?”

      “Fine,” I smirked. “I don’t care if you believe me. I know what I did, and I can show you.”

      “How?” Ayda huffed in disbelief. “Draw a picture in the sand?”

      “Arch Mage Agnes is a skilled wizard.” Grimmal’s rumbling words came out on top of a threatening growl. “She can show you anything, if you dare to receive it.”

      “No chance in—” started Neller, but Whisper sat upright.

      “I want to see,” she chirped, patting the table in excitement.

      “As you wish,” I said, trying to sound wise but accidentally quoting my favorite movie.

      I mentally recalled the image of Vi Lorina and her illusionary army of demons. Abridging the battle into a few minutes, I ended with me defeating Vi and sent the telepathic movie into Whisper’s mind. Her eyes and mouth widened in terror, so I sent her some mental comfort. I didn’t want to traumatize the only tomte who didn’t hate me.

      “You suffered so much,” she cried when my message ended. “All for beings you didn’t even know. You are kind and strong, and that’s why the wind whispers about you.”

      “What did you see?” demanded Ayda, but before Whisper could answer, she turned to me. “Show me. Show my whole council.”

      “Wait a tick, there,” protested Neller. “Don’t give them any advantage. Show us too.”

      I repeated the movie, inserting it into all their minds. After a few moments, they all sagged with the same sad understanding that Whisper did.

      “Hard to believe...” Ayda muttered.

      “Must be the truth, though,” Mox added, “can’t invent a memory of what didn’t happen.”

      Temnon nudged me. Right. Now was the perfect time to snag them all.

      “Now there’s an even worse threat,” I said. “That’s why I’m here. He cannot be defeated unless I unite all the tribes of Fourth Earth.”

      I let the import of my message sink in. I had them. I was sure of it.

      “You came here?” Neller puzzled out loud. “When there’s centaurs, and elves, and formoiri?”

      “That’s a point,” Ayda agreed. “Our dispute over a parcel of land hain’t to do with worldly affairs.”

      Dang it. I was losing them again. A stressed edge crept into my voice and my legs broke out in a fresh wave of stabbings.

      “Did you miss the part where I said unite all the tribes? How can I unite Fourth Earth if I can’t even convince a single species to get along? Why are you fighting anyway?”

      “The Lemongrass Hollow,” griped Neller.

      “It’s ours,” Ayda defended a little too fiercely. “You take it, and we won’t make our quota. We don’t make our quota, folks go hungry.”

      “We got a quota too, Ayda.” Neller gripped the edge of the table. “We hain’t made it in three years running. Our equipment’s worn out. Supplies run low. The hollow will put us right again.”

      “Okay,” I interrupted. “I think I’m starting to understand. Ayda wants the hollow to farm...” I waited for her to fill in the blanks.

      “Rice,” she said, “low land collects the water.”

      “Got it. And Neller wants the land for...”

      “Iron.” Neller folded his arms stubbornly. “We followed a vein, so we know it’s under there. We got orders to fill.”

      “And who placed the orders?”

      “Got a bunch of tribes all needing iron. Elves, centaurs—war going on, you know.”

      Iron would end the tomte’s civil dispute. Temnon would be the easiest solution, temporarily, at least. Even with his magic at full power he couldn’t increase all the natural resources of the entire planet.

      I looked at him. I guess he read my mind because he looked at his fingers and shook his head. He couldn’t shift well enough right now. No magical way out of this one. It was up to me and my thirty seconds of negotiating on training.

      They both had legitimate reasons to want the land. I wish I knew more about this, but I had no experience with mining or farming. What did Temnon say to do about an impasse?

      “Can anyone suggest a compromise?” I asked the tomte.

      Temnon smiled. I guess I did it right. The tomte all stared at their tables, hopefully thinking about an equally beneficial solution to their problem, but after a few minutes of silence, I gave up waiting on them. Time for a solution they both wouldn’t like.

      “Sell the land and split the profits,” I said. “Then there will be nothing to fight over.”

      “That’s good land,” shouted Den. “Sure, it’s valuable, but we pull in a good crop every year. Years of profits from the crops are worth more than the price of the land.”

      “Selling the land won’t get us the iron for our orders,” Neller yelled. “We’ll still lose business.”

      “What kind of dimwit idea is that?” Mox questioned. “You are a terrible negotiator.”

      “That’s true,” I said, increasing my light’s intensity, “but I am a powerful wizard. Come up with a better plan for yourselves.”

      Ayda and Neller grimaced with suspicion at each other. No one said anything.

      “Come on,” I said. “Nothing? Neller, do you have land you’ve already mined that you can trade for the hollow?”

      “Plenty,” he said, “but mined land’s hardly fit for farming. It’d take years to clean out the soil.”

      “And you can’t just build tunnels under the rice?”

      “Won’t work,” Ayda told me. “Rice is a water crop. Tunnels might flood and drown the miners.”

      “Any way to increase crop production in other fields? To make up for the loss of Lemongrass Hollow?”

      “If we could do that,” complained Buck, “we’d have already done it.”

      Desperate for ideas, I only had one recourse. “I need to talk to my advisors.”

      Temnon helped me down, and we all walked behind the broad trunk of the Noddy Tree.

      “I suck at this,” I whispered.

      “No more than the rest of us,” Temnon said. “If it makes you feel any better, you said about everything I would have. You got them talking at least. And if they’re talking, they’re not killing each other.”

      “Grimmal? Lumi? Any ideas?”

      Grimmal extended his claws. “We could kill off half the population. Fewer mouths, less need for rice.”

      “Not funny, Grimmal.” I scowled. The tomte started shouting behind the tree. “If we don’t come up with a solid plan, they’ll just start fighting again as soon as we leave.”

      “We need a real negotiator,” said Temnon over the raised voices. “Maybe we should ask Mom to send one. See if they will hold off the battle until one arrives.”

      “Good idea.”

      Heartbroken wails cut me off. I glared at the back of the trunk.

      “Are they fighting again already?”

      “Don’t think so.” Temnon dashed around the tree. “What’s happened?” he yelled, as I hobbled after him.

      Another horse with two panicked females stamped near the farmers. Ayda held the horse’s bridal while Panny and Whisper cried loudly. Buck stood rigid and pale.

      “Lost children,” Neller told Temnon. “They ran off together. One is Buck’s only daughter. The other is my own grandgirl.”

      “I told Tip to stay with her mother,” Panny cried. “Why is she so stubborn?”

      Neller’s granddaughter? I thought her stubbornness was obvious. I automatically turned to Neller, and he reddened. I guess he made the same connection I did and regretted his behavior.

      “This is my fault,” Whisper gasped between sobs. “I’m responsible.”

      “I ordered you here, Whisper,” Ayda said. “You followed orders. This is none of your doing.”

      “Wait,” I said, finally catching up. “One from each side of the river? How can they be together?”

      “They’re cousins,” said Neller. “Buck and I are related by family union. There’s a broken-down ferry by the river’s bend. They’ll head to the first well.”

      The first well? Oh yeah, Neller suggested it as a meeting place. “You said it was too dangerous,” I said to Ayda.

      “Cattle we set there to graze disappear,” Ayda explained in her blunt manner.

      “Durn it’all,” cursed Buck. “My Jan knows about the cattle. She knows not to go there.”

      Panny, voice still shaking from fear and grief, cried out, “Tip talks of treasure. She thinks if she finds it, the war will end.”

      “Did they go there or not?” Whisper’s hands muffled her agony. “They could be in danger, and we don’t know where to look!”

      Temnon sent me a questioning look. He seemed to be asking me to use my gift of truth. That would be easy enough, but I had a better idea. I turned my back to everyone, accessed my gift of truth, and whispered very softly,

      “The missing tomte children aren’t in immediate danger.”

      No stumbling over my words, so it was the truth. Turning back to the worried group, I raised my voice with all the authority I could muster.

      “Both sides are missing children. We work together to find them. We’ll start at the ferry.”

      “Then we follow their scent,” Lumi supported, “while the trail is still fresh.”

      “Buck and Ayda,” I commanded, before they argued with me, “you come with me. Neller and Panny ride with Temnon. The girls don’t know us, and they might hide if they see us coming.”

      Temnon drew the small knife he showed me in the Jent path and sliced through the rope holding our supplies. He tied a section of the rope behind Grimmal’s wings. Neller swiped Feffer’s pickaxe from the table and dragged his trembling wife to the sciftan. With the strength of a man who mines all day, he tossed her up to Temnon. Taking Temnon’s outstretched hand, he hauled himself onto Grimmal’s back.

      Lumi sniffed at her father’s load. I made a mistake; me plus two tomte were too heavy for her. A winged saber-tooth combined two different forms, something Lumi hadn’t quite mastered. Now what? Just as I started to tell the farmers to take a horse, Lumi lowered her head and shook herself. With a long, loud yowl, she grew stripes and fangs, and then doubled in size.

      Winged saber-tooth? I said telepathically to her. Nicely done, Lumi.

      She purred in reply.

      Lumi crouched, and I climbed up her bent leg and leaned onto her neck. Ayda pulled the bridle from the sweating horse and handed one strap to Buck. They tied each end to one of Lumi’s wing joints, then scrambled up behind me.

      “Rest of you, organize a search party,” Ayda said to her council as she held fast to the bridle. “Don’t want to miss them on a hunch.”

      “You heard her,” Neller commanded his men. “Get going now.”

      “Hang on tight,” I said to the mounted tomte. “The take-off is the hardest part.”

      The tomte, even tight-lipped Ayda, all yelped in surprise as the sciftans leaped thirty feet into the air. Unused to the new form, Lumi tilted side to side as she caught up to her father. Behind me, Buck cursed.

      “Steady there, girl,” he soothed.

      “I am not one of your cattle,” Lumi hissed back at him.

      “You’re doing great, Lumi,” I encouraged, then I turned my head over my shoulder. “Which way to the ferry, Ayda?”

      “Down river,” she answered.

      Lumi spread her wings wide and tilted into a sharp turn, probably to scare Buck as payback for the insult. Grimmal and the others followed, staying about forty feet above the wide, slow river. The river deepened and the current rushed as we passed the battle ground where the catapults and spring poles waited for the battle to resume. Smoking piles of burnt hay, splintered wood, and charred pieces of clay littered the river’s shore. On both sides, several tomte picked through the debris, searching for ammo, the white bandages binding their wounds painfully visible against the grays and greens. The aerial view of the battle ground emphasized the disturbing detail.

      Ayda and Buck shifted behind me. I got a clear view of Neller’s stubborn face struggling with guilt, and Panny’s tears flowed freely.

      Beyond the destruction of the battleground, the natural beauty of Fourth Earth’s landscape soothed my soul. Tall, feathery grasses and water plants with long, graceful leaves lined the river. Within a few minutes, the river curved around a bend, and Ayda tapped my shoulder.

      “There,” she pointed.

      I spotted the rickety raft barely held together by rope among the reeds. Lumi tilted her wings, spiraling to the ground. A gentle breeze played through the hollow reeds, whistling random, forlorn tones. Lumi sniffed the mud, her huge paws sinking deeply.

      “Wait, Lumi,” I said, “lower yourself and let Ayda and Buck look for tracks before you trample them out.”

      With my legs still tingling, I stayed on Lumi, but even with her crouching low, it was a farther drop for the tomte than dismounting their horses. They landed with a wet splash and scanned the mud for tiny boot prints. Landing further inland, Grimmal lay flat on his belly to let the mining couple join the search.

      “Mud’s too wet,” Ayda said. She raised her voice to her neighbors. “No good here, Neller. Find anything?”

      Neller walked slowly, with only loss in his bushy eyebrows. Then, his face lit up. “Here! Here! I found something.”

      Right where the mud hardened into solid land Neller pointed out two little prints.

      “Both left feet,” noted Buck. “The girls are together. And here.” He crouched and traced a tiny line jutting out from one of the heels. “My Jan asked me to fix this loose nail. It’s been bothering her for weeks, but I hain’t had time with all the—you know.”

      “Civil warring?” I offered with sarcastic innocence.

      “Yes,” Buck yelled up at me, slamming his fist on his crouched leg. “With all the durn it’all fighting!”

      I felt bad. I crossed a line. Buck already blamed himself for his daughter running away. I didn’t need to rub it in.

      “They’re trying to help their families,” I said, softly this time. “Both of them. That’s brave and unselfish. You must have taught them something right.”

      Ayda and Neller shared a look that wasn’t full of anger or defensiveness. Finally.

      “Lumi,” I said, patting her neck, “try to find a scent.”

      She hung her huge, shaggy head over the top of Buck and sniffed the tiny prints.

      “Smells like mud,” she said. She sniffed harder, analyzing the more subtle smells. “I’m getting yeast from this one,” she said. “It’s distinctive.”

      “My Jan helps with the baking,” Buck said. “Can you follow it?”

      Nose to the ground, she padded into the grass. It grew lush and thick, good grazing for cattle, I guessed. She turned sharply several times, making me grab her fur, and doubled back twice. With confidence, she trotted into the grassy field to the south.

      “As you said, Panny,” Buck shouted. “They’re headed for the first well.”

      He ran past us with surprising speed, his short legs pumping fast like a sparrow’s wings. Ayda and Neller ran close behind, but Panny just stood with wringing hands. With his knee hooked on Grimmal’s wing joint, Temnon leaned down and offered the aging tomte his hand. She gratefully took it and reclaimed her position behind him.

      Lumi stayed with the scent trail but kept up with the running tomte. A rocky ridge rose out of the fields with tangled trees growing along the top. The tomte and Grimmal took the ridge, climbing up the rocks, while Lumi stayed ground level. She circled once, her nose blowing the thick grass blades, then followed along the bottom of the ridge.

      “The scent trail stays down here?” I asked. “Maybe they didn’t go to the first well.”

      Hearing me, Buck and the others stayed near the top edge of the ridge, gradually climbing higher as we followed the trail.

      “Any signs of them up there?” I called.

      “Not a hair, not a print,” Neller grumbled. He turned to Ayda. “We’d best go down and trust the sciftan’s nose. She’s our best bet now.”

      “Yep.”

      Ayda crouched and reached a foot down over the rocky ledge. The jagged rocks made easy climbing, and they joined us in minutes.

      “Coming, Grimmal?” I asked.

      “No.” He trotted off into the trees, his own nose twitching in the breeze.

      “He smells something,” Lumi said. “I smell it too. A musky scent on the wind. He’ll come back when he knows what it is.”

      Nose back to the ground, she stalked along the ridge wall. About ten minutes later, the ridge had risen fifteen feet from the grassy ground. Thick trees grew atop the ridge, and a few had spread below. Lumi slowed, and her head swept the ground.

      “Scent is gone,” she said. She backtracked a few paces. “I smell the yeast here, but over there, it’s gone.”

      “Did they climb the ridge?” Ayda suggested, shading her eyes against the bright sky.

      Lumi crouched, and I tightened my legs. With one leap, she launched herself to the top of the ridge. Sniffing, she wandered through the trees trying to find the subtle scent of yeast.

      “No trail,” she said. “But the musky scent is strong up here. Something’s been through these trees before us.”

      “Something that eats cattle?” I asked.

      Lumi turned her head to look at me. “Is that why the trail is gone? We might be too late.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “My gift of truth said they weren’t in immediate danger.”

      “Yes, but that was a while ago.”

      “Here!” Neller’s excited voice drifted up the ridge. “There’s a cave behind here!”

      Galloping to the ridge’s edge, Lumi jumped back down. The three tomte gathered around a heavy boulder. Right at the ground, a tuft of grass lay flat, dragged into an opening the width of my hand.

      “They went through there?” I doubted. “It’s so small.”

      “It’d be a squeeze,” admitted Ayda, “even for children.” She put a hand on the boulder. “Neller, you know rocks. Think we can shift this without bringing down the ridge?”

      Temnon’s matter shaping would be useful right now. If he could get it to work, that is, but without Temnon, the ornery little miner took charge.

      “Good thing Feffer smuggled this into the talks,” he said, pulling the pickaxe from his belt.

      He tapped the boulder with the tip in several places, his ear close and listening. Then, he placed a flat palm near the narrow gap. Magic particles lit up his fingers as he felt the hard surface. I remembered Rowan telling me Fourth Earth citizens had a kinship with nature. Tomte magic must be of the earth. Neller’s magic melted into the stone, and he cheered.

      “Got ‘er! No fault can hide from these fingers.”

      With a mighty whack, he slammed the pick’s tip where the magic had gathered. The boulder cracked and a slice of stone fell. Ayda grabbed it in her rough hands and pulled it out, tossing it to the side.

      “That did it,” she said, then she looked up at Lumi. “Smell them in there?”

      Sticking her nose in the hole, Lumi breathed in the scent. “They were in there at some point, but I can’t tell if they left and doubled back to the river.”

      “I’ll check.” Buck dove to his stomach and wiggled into the gap.

      Neller and Ayda followed him.

      “Lumi,” I asked, “is the musky scent in there?”

      “No.” She changed forms, shrinking beneath me until my feet landed in the grass. Now a kitten, Lumi said, “I’d better follow them, just in case.”

      “Good idea.” I crouched to scratch her tiny gray-and-white kitten ears. “I’ll yell if anything bad shows up.”

      Easily fitting into the gap, kitten Lumi scampered after the tomte. I knelt on the grass and listened. I heard grunting and a few curses at first, but after several minutes, they crawled too deep to hear anymore. I turned and sat with my back against the boulder.

      My anxiety stoked up a few scary scenarios where the whole ridge collapsed and killed everyone. But then I reminded myself that worrying about something that hasn’t happened was a waste of emotional energy.

      “Neller can feel the stone,” I told myself. “He’ll know if there’s danger.”

      I rested for a good twenty minutes. Just as I got bored, a cool breeze picked up a fallen leaf and carried it up the ridge. As I watched it sail into the sky, a huge, shaggy mane of matted hair slowly extended over the ridge, and a heavy scent of musk fell on me.
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      If it weren’t for the musk, I might have thought the monster’s huge head belonged to Grimmal. The face and mane were those of a great lion, but I knew Grimmal did not smell like that. A tawny paw stepped right on the edge of the ridge, and black claws curled around the stone. A huffing noise rose above the rustle of the leaves. The creature smelled the air. A drip of saliva oozed out of the corner of its panting mouth and splashed on the ground next to me. It was hungry, and my scent was fresh. Terrified that any movement would catch its eye, I dove deep into my magic.

      We gotta hide, I told my magic. Right now.

      Yes, it answered.

      I willed my light to bend around me. Eager to protect me from being eaten, it complied. Glittering magic light led the natural light along a new path. If that lion thing happened to look straight down, he’d only see the rock I leaned against.

      A second paw stepped up to the edge. The matted mane trailed down its heaving chest as it sniffed away. Then a third paw—no, claw—grasped the stone edge. What else was up there?

      I waited, hoping the monster couldn’t hear my hammering heart, until it turned away from the ridge.

      Our search for the lost children just got way more complicated. Could Lumi carry all of us? Probably not. Where did Temnon and Grimmal go?

      I mentally reached into the cave, hoping to warn them, but a raucous shout of joy belted from the gap.

      The massive lion thing leaped off the ridge. It’s heavy landing shook dust from the rocks and four paws pounded craters into the field. It wasn’t a lion, not entirely. It had wings of black skin with a curved claw at the elbow joint, just like the wyverns of the dragon world. They opened wide and flapped, perhaps stirring up my scent. It stalked in front of me, nose buried in the grass. Instead of a swishing lion’s tail, a thick, black tail of rounded exoskeleton arched high over its back. From its tip protruded a vicious stinger.

      Scorpion tail? Great. It was a manticore. Pain raced through my legs, and I stifled a cry.

      I lifted my bracer to shoot it, but something in the back of my mind stopped me from engaging my crossbow. I vaguely remembered researching these creatures for Dr. Buchanan’s novel, Andromeda of the Centaurs. According to the early Persian legends of manticores, the matted fur was impenetrable, so weapons were useless. Plus, a grown manticore could shoot poisonous stingers from its tail.

      So, how accurate were those old legends? Should I take a chance and shoot it before the tomte came out of the gap? Or was sneaking away the smartest move?

      After a confused pause, I lowered my arm. If my light shaft didn’t kill it instantly, I was toast. My mind raced. What in the name of the Fulcrum was I supposed to do?

      Another happy shout sounded from the gap, and the monster turned, ears forward. Its yellow eyes hunted for the smallest movement. My illusion spell guided those cold eyes around my skinny, scrunched up self to the stone behind me. Not seeing me, it relied on its nose.

      I held my breath. My spell didn’t hide smells. Still snuffling, it pushed its black nose along the grass and into the gap. Its matted mane brushed up against my invisibility spell, and a wing claw grasped the rock above my head. Satisfied that it had found its prey, it hooked a paw around the boulder and sent it rolling across the grassy field.

      It was digging for the tomte.

      I sent my telepathy into the hole until I reached Lumi’s mind. Stay back, Lumi! I warned her. There’s a manticore out here. It’s trying to dig out the tomte. I breathed in to calm my nerves, decided, then sent one more order. Don’t try to save me. I’m invisible, and it will eat you before you can shift into something bigger.

      The noise inside the gap ceased, and I guessed Lumi got my message. Now she’d better listen to the part when I ordered her not to come out here.

      The manticore lowered its front end down to one elbow and reached into the hole to claw out dirt and small rocks. Unable to reach farther, it widened the opening by clawing at higher stones, knocking them down and batting them away.

      All this digging might bury tomte before he reached them. I had to do something, but what? My panicked brain flipped around inside my skull, unable to land on any kind of plan.

      A tiny, high-pitched grunt over my head caught my attention. A squirming patch of white fur pushed through an impossibly flat gap between stones. Out popped a round head, followed by two tiny paws and a fluffy body. With the monster’s whole upper half now digging inside the ridge, I stuck a hand through my glittering spell. Lumi pulled the rest of herself through the gap and fell into my palm. I brought her into the spell, and she climbed up my sleeve to my ear.

      “Manticore are tough,” she whispered, her whiskers tickling my scars. “I can shift into my stone form, but he will be faster than me and go after you or the tomte. Our best bet is sneaking away all together.”

      How if they’re in the tunnel? I used telepathy to avoid detection.

      “We found the missing children. Neller thinks the tunnel leads to the first well. They’ll climb out there and then we’ll split up and run for the village.”

      I nodded.

      “Don’t touch the stone,” Lumi warned. “The sound will travel. I’ll watch him. Go now while he’s digging.”

      With my legs still prickling, I stood and tiptoed along the bottom of the ridge. After twenty steps, Lumi hissed for me to stop. Frozen in place, I turned my head as the manticore yanked a huge stone out of the hole. Leaves fell as the trees on top of the ridge sank a few inches.

      “He’s going to collapse the tunnel,” I whispered.

      “Let’s hope the ridge crushes him,” Lumi hissed. “And, go.”

      Taking bigger steps, I hurried along the ridge, almost running. Lumi leaped off my shoulder, and with her silvery eyes glued on the scorpion stinger sticking out of the hole, she grew. I swung a leg over her back mid-shift and rode her up until wings sprouted from her back. With a quick crouch, she leaped up the ridge and stalked silently between the trees.

      “We found the children twenty feet in,” she said, between vigorous sniffs. “Neller felt the well thirty feet away, so it should be just up ahead.”

      “Hurry, Lumi,” I said, fearing all the movement might attract the manticore.

      Lumi’s nose took her to the right, and a hollow echo rang under her paw. She dug her claws into a wooden covering and slid it to the side. A deep, black hole plunged into the earth.

      “You found it,” I whispered.

      “There’s no rope.” Lumi scratched aside the leaves, searching. “Every well has a rope.”

      I leaned over and peered inside. “I don’t see anything. It’s too dark.”

      “Can you send down some light?”

      I held a hand over the mouth of the well and let a stream of light fall. The bottom was dry and empty of tomte. I held it there while Lumi listened for signs of the manticore. Her ears twitched at the sound of colliding rocks. It was still digging.

      Finally, after an agonizing wait, my stream of light shone on a hand, then a body, then several bodies. They made it to the well, but we had no rope.

      Make one, my magic whispered to me.

      I clenched my fist. “Harden.”

      My magic understood that lives were at stake and readily cooperated. The stream of light solidified into a long rope. I shook it to show the tomte that they could grab it. Cautiously, a brave hand touched the stream of light, then grabbed on.

      “Lumi, take it,” I said, holding the light rope by her head.

      Lumi clamped it in her jaws and hauled up the tomte. Soon, five heads bloomed out of the well, and they scrambled onto the ground. No one said a word. Neller and Buck brought their frightened little girls over to Lumi and tossed them up to me. They were so small I held them both on my lap. Lumi stalked off through the trees, away from the manticore, with the adult tomte at our heels.

      As soon as we found a clearing, Ayda whispered. “What’s hunting us, wizard?”

      “Manticore,” I said.

      Ayda glared at Neller. “Manticore roosts in our borders, and your scouts don’t see them?”

      “Hain’t been a sighting in years,” he protested.

      “‘Cause we run them off with the catapults,” Ayda poked a finger in his chest.

      Neller flexed in anger. “You mean the catapults aimed at me and my folk? That’s why I called the scouts down to the front line.”

      Ayda stared in stark realization and shook her head in regret. “Well, we hain’t been getting along much, have we?”

      Both sides were to blame, and the bigger picture engulfed the petty war they’d been fighting.

      Ayda patted Lumi on her foreleg. “Fly them home, sciftan. We’ll be close behind.”

      “And sound the warning to the others,” Neller added.

      “Be safe,” I told the tomte adults, meaning it.

      I tightened my grip around the girls as Lumi took to the sky. The tomte ran fast, but Lumi left them behind in minutes.

      “Papa,” one sniffed tearfully. Most likely Jan, Buck’s little girl.

      “Don’t worry about them,” I comforted. “They are very strong. Strong and fast.”

      Staying low, Lumi streaked over the ground back to the river and then followed it to the villages.

      Just as the hills came into view, one of the girls screamed and pointed at the river. “Dragon!”

      A shadow twice the size of Lumi’s raced along the river. I wrenched around. The manticore soared high above and behind us. He flapped those wide bat-like wings a few times, and I lost him in the sun.

      “He’s going to dive, Lumi,” I yelled. “I can’t see him in the sun.”

      Lumi kept a close eye on the shadow below us. “On my mark, I’ll bank right,” she said. As soon as the monster’s shadow tucked in its wings, Lumi counted the seconds.

      “One, two, three, four—and now!”

      Lumi flapped hard and twisted in the air. I clamped my knees on her wing joints and hugged the two tiny children to my chest. Under my knees, I felt Lumi swipe with both paws, then she completed the spin and straightened out. The manticore plunged past us, flapping wildly to avoid crashing into the river. The water sparkled though a gaping hole in its right wing.

      “You injured it, Lumi,” I praised. “Nice!”

      “It will attack directly now,” Lumi shouted. “We are in big trouble.”

      I engaged my crossbow and fired multiple light shafts into the monster’s head. The shafts hit it right between the eyes, bounced off, and then fell into the river. I guessed the legends of impenetrable fur were true. All I did was make it mad.

      With a roar that pierced my brain, the manticore swooped in front of us, its poisonous scorpion tail raised. My hand shot out and a blanket of light spread in front of us. The stinger whipped down, hit the light, and then Lumi’s head.

      Lumi roared back at the monster and didn’t die a poisonous death. My light shield prevented the stinger from penetrating Lumi’s skin.

      Turning his matted head, the manticore shook its scorpion tail, but it couldn’t see my magic. A blanket of light encased the poisonous stinger. We didn’t have to worry about the manticore’s tail, but it still had claws and teeth.

      Lumi dove under the manticore, taking advantage of his confusion. With all the strength she could muster, she winged along the river to the hills. The manticore recovered and climbed high to prepare for another dive.

      “Look,” shouted Tip, “there’s my Mama!”

      Over on the taller hill, a group of tomte jumped up and down, waving their gray hats in the air.

      “They want us to go over there,” Tip said.

      “We can hide in the mines,” said Lumi. She banked and aimed for the wide-open cavern.

      As soon as she turned, a rock covered in burning oil hurled past us.

      “Why are they firing at us?” Lumi yelled.

      “They’re driving away the dragon-lion,” Jan said.

      Sure enough, the big rock barely missed the diving manticore. A familiar figure, much taller than the tomte, loaded another rock into the catapult. So, that’s what happened to Temnon. He brought Panny back here and prepared for the attack. Maybe they voted him to be their new general because he wore a green blanket tied to his shoulders and had slapped a pointed hat over his shining hair.

      The second, third, and fourth boulders were launched simultaneously. They fanned out, driving the manticore lower to the ground and off to the side. Temnon’s catapult flung once more. As the boulder flew, I groaned. Slightly off target, it would only deliver a glancing blow on the manticore’s dangling hind legs—not enough to kill it.

      But precisely on impact, fire and smoke exploded in a blast of reactive mineral fury, shredding the manticore’s skin wings into spaghetti. Its chest hair caught the magenta flames and burned like a grassfire up to the matted mane.

      “Whoo hoo!” I cheered. “They finally put those cesium bombs to good use.”

      Wings flapping uselessly, the manticore fell from the sky and slammed into the beach. A swarm of tomte armed with spears three times their height surrounded it and stabbed the roaring monster in its mouth.

      The burning beast went limp.

      “Yay!” I yelled. “They killed it dead!”

      But the shouts of the gray-capped tomte increased, and they waved their hats with renewed vigor, sweeping their arms to the mine entrance.

      “Mama looks scared,” Tip said.

      But why? The manticore was dead. Unless...

      “Crap.” Wrenching my head up, I frantically searched the sky. “Lumi, there’s another one!”

      With a wingspan large enough to block out the sun, the second manticore roared in anger at the death of its companion. It tucked its wings and dove, aiming for Temnon and his short army on the beach. Temnon and the tomte ran up the hill and fell into the grass. They disappeared instantly; their green clothes and pointed hats camouflaging them from aerial view. Hurtling downward faster than gravity pulled it, the barn-sized manticore cast out its massive wings and released a jet of blue fire from its lion’s mouth. The entire row of catapults ignited instantly.

      “It breathes fire too?” I shouted. “Jeez, how overpowered can these things get?”

      Swooping up again, the manticore used its momentum to carry it into a loop and head back to us, still blowing fire. I spread my light into a shield that blocked the fire, but it barreled through the sky right at us.

      “It’s going to ram us,” Lumi cried, trying to spin in the air, but her balance was off, and her roll would come too late.

      The girls screamed, but a second figure, sizzling like a chemistry experiment, propelled out of the sky and tackled the manticore from above. A wave of heat hit us like a strong wind, catching Lumi’s wings and lifting us away like a paper kite.

      “Grimmal!” I shouted.

      Flaming, muscled, feline forearms embraced the manticore and locked themselves into place by slicing blowtorch claws deep into the hairy chest. The scorpion tail struck, slamming into Grimmal’s back. The mighty sciftan warrior clamped his saber-tooth fangs into the manticore’s neck, just below the massive jawline. Grimmal’s back paws raked mercilessly and carved gaping, charred wounds into the manticore’s back and wings.

      The manticore fought back, striking its venom-filled stinger again and again. The maned head, jaws open and roaring, thrashed violently, attempting to break out of Grimmal’s death grip. It reached up its forepaws to pull Grimmal from its back, only to dig its claws into fur burning hotter than melted steel.

      One of Grimmal’s back claws hooked the wing joint of the manticore, and with his white-hot haunches bunched, he forced his claw to hack through the bone. The manticore wing, freshly dissected, tumbled away, recklessly blown like a dry leaf in Grimmal’s heat. Deprived of a wing, the manticore fell, the smell of singed hair and burnt barbeque trailing behind it. With a steaming, boiling splash, the manticore landed in the river—Grimmal still clinging to its neck.

      Lumi drifted down to the beach, panting from exhaustion and fear. She landed a safe distance from the burning catapults and sank to her belly. I lowered the girls to the sand.

      Whisper’s pretty face hovered above the long grass at the foot of the hill. “Tip! Jan! Run over here. Hurry.”

      The small girls scampered to her and were swallowed by the tall grass. With the girls in good hands, I rushed to the water’s edge. In the river’s center, where the water flowed the fastest, great pockets of steam burst out of roiling bubbles. Deep in the water, a white glow lit the rocky riverbed.

      “Can you see them?” Temnon called, tossing off the hat and running down the hill. “Is Grimmal okay?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, my voice choked with worry. “He might be poisoned.”

      “That’s the biggest manticore I’ve ever seen,” Temnon said, crouching and staring into the water. “Grimmal spotted him hiding in the sun. Panny told us the catapults were designed to drive them away and that they had some cesium bombs left, so we lured him here where we stood a fighting chance.”

      “That was smart,” I said.

      “No.” He clenched his fists. “I shouldn’t have left you. I had no idea there were two of them.”

      “Neither did I,” I said, “but I’m sure glad you and Panny had a plan. We were out of our league with the little one.”

      Lumi, now a gray-and-white housecat, walked between my legs and sniffed the water. “It was persistent,” she remarked.

      “How did you survive the scorpion tail?” Temnon asked her.

      “Agnes’s magic.”

      “I wrapped up the stinger.” My voice cracked. “Grimmal’s been down there a long time. Do you think he’s...?”

      As Temnon stared at the river, the blood drained from his face. Under the water, the white glow faded. He thrust a hand at the river, his golden magic sluggishly dribbling, but then a dark, lumpy mass beneath the waves moved toward us. Temnon clutched my arm and pulled me away from the shore as a bush of melted hair broke the water’s surface. Bobbing awkwardly, the manticore’s head, followed by limp legs and charred paws, advanced up the beach, then flopped lifeless on the sand.

      Grimmal, his fire extinguished, shook his wet fur and sat.

      “Holy freaking Hannah, Grimmal,” I burst out tearfully, running to his dripping, saber-toothed face and throwing my arms around his neck. “I thought you were dead. That thing was so much bigger than you, and—and—how are you not poisoned?”

      “Stone back?” Temnon said to Grimmal, full-on impressed. “You pulled off a partial shift? You cunning beast.”

      Huh? Then I saw it. A layer of tiger’s eye stone covered Grimmal’s back from his neck down to his tail. The scorpion stinger never penetrated his skin. He did have a few little streams of blood oozing from puncture wounds on his shoulders, but compared to what he did to the manticore, his injuries were slight. He shifted into his fluffy, yellow cat form and stretched his limber spine.

      “Ah,” he purred in relief. “A satisfying fight.” He trotted over to Lumi. “You did well to keep your charges safe,” he said, rubbing his head into hers. “Even if your manticore was tiny.”

      “I had things under control,” she said, “until Temnon interfered and blew it up.”

      My lie detector buzzed lightly. I wished I knew how to turn it off when sciftans were around. They made competent, loyal protectors and great friends, but they never stopped lying to each other.

      “Next time, you can handle the hunt on your own then.” Grimmal flitted his fluffy tail in her face and rubbed up against Temnon’s legs.

      “Assuming you can contain yourself.” Lumi laid on her side and heaved a tired sigh.

      I sat in the sand next to her and stroked her fur. “You are both sciftan heroes,” I said. “You saved me and the tomte. Thank you.”

      All over both hills, a happy cheer filled the air. Gray and green hats were joyfully thrown in the air, and the little tomte jumped and danced. Whisper, with little Tip by her side, ran down the green hill, her black braids flying behind her.

      “Arch Mage Agnes,” she called, “you and your warriors saved us. You are remarkable!”

      “Grandpop!” Tip giggled, clapping her hands.

      Downriver, Neller, Ayda, and Buck, still running at top speed, hurried to us. Tip ran to Neller and jumped into his outstretched arms.

      “Thank the heavens!” he yelled, all the grumpiness gone from his old face, “Tip, my gem, I can’t believe you’re safe! Your mama safe, too?” he asked. “Anybody hurt at all?”

      “We are all fine,” Whisper said. “Arch Mage Agnes killed two manticores.”

      The unintentional lie rattled my spine. “I didn’t do anything,” I protested. “Temnon shot down the first one, and Grimmal fought and killed this huge monster all by himself.”

      Ayda and Buck reached us, breathless from the run.

      “We saw the manticore fly after you,” Ayda told me. “Just after you took off. We thought you dead for certain.”

      Buck grabbed Whisper. “Where’s my baby?”

      “She’s fine,” Whisper said, gesturing up the hill. “She’s just there, with her mama.”

      Buck ran to his wife and child and embraced them both.

      “Why did you leave, Tip?” Neller scolded the tiny girl in his arms. “That was so naughty.”

      Tip’s lower lip quivered. “I had to get the treasure, Grandpop, so you wouldn’t blow up Jan.”

      Shame frowned on Neller’s face, and his curly gray whiskers trembled. “But Tip—it’s complicated. There are orders to fill.”

      “That’s why I had to get the treasure.” Tip shoved her little hand into her trouser pocket and fetched a nugget of dull-gray rock flecked with silver. She offered it to Neller. “It’s for your orders.”

      “Is there iron under the first well?” I asked eagerly. That little nugget might solve everything.

      “There’s iron, all right,” Neller said, without joy. “But it’s scarce and of poor quality. My Tip here has the rock touch. A mineral like iron calls to her—but she’s lacking knowhow. The iron under the first well won’t fill any orders.”

      Aw, nuts. And here I thought I might have found a solution to the tomte war.

      “Soil’s rich though,” Ayda mused out loud. “Buck felt it, too. With the manticore dead, hain’t dangerous anymore.”

      “What are you thinking, Ayda?” Neller said.

      “Just that, nah.” Ayda started to turn away, but stopped, and tapped the toe of her boot in the sand. “Gotta be cleared and leveled. We’d lose a season.”

      “You suggesting a compromise?” Neller’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “Maybe,” Ayda turned around, her face thoughtful and open. “I’d want it in writing—all the details. But if you offer some hands, and some of those bombs to level the ridge...”

      Neller caught on fast. “Lot of work, but doable. The well needs deepening, but there’s enough water down there to flood the fields. Better plan it all out.”

      “I can help with that,” I said. “I know someone really good at negotiating. Both sides agree?”

      Neller and Ayda spat in their hands and clapped.

      I took that as a yes.
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      We promised to contact Serene and request a negotiator. I was delighted and surprised we resolved the civil war so quickly. Honestly, most of the credit went to the favorable wind and two adventurous little girls, but hey, whatever worked.

      Neller and Ayda invited us to stay in the Noddy Tree for the night, then set their clans to cleaning up every trace of the war. They scurried over the beaches with new enthusiasm, and by the time the sunset painted the Noddy Tree red, all but the larger war machines had vanished. Whisper, Tip, and Jan, giggling with happiness, brought us loaves of fresh bread. After a hundred “thank yous” for battling the manticore, they waded back to their families.

      I managed to fit into a double-wide hammock by lying diagonally. Temnon was too tall for even the biggest hammock. He lay on his stomach along the big branch my hammock hung from. Grimmal and Lumi shrank to house cats and explored the tree.

      “You did great,” Temnon said, his handsome face looking down at me. “Add ‘negotiator’ to your arch mage resume.”

      I laughed at that. “Only if ‘lucky’ counts as a marketable skill.”

      “Fair point,” he conceded. “It was the united effort against a bigger enemy that brought them together.”

      The exact same situation faced all of Fourth Earth.

      I tore my loaf of bread in half and handed him a big chunk. He studied the chunk but didn’t take a bite.

      I took a big bite of the still-warm bread to encourage him to eat. “I hope the other clans find their common sense too.”

      “Before Sharir shows up,” added Grimmal.

      I thought for a second. “Before he destroyed Earth 15, Sharir said something about magic and resources. I think he wants to keep powerful planets intact. To use them somehow, maybe? I got the impression Earth 15 didn’t have anything to offer him, so he didn’t care about destroying it. Fourth Earth is out of magic. Would he destroy it on a whim?”

      “Don’t jinx a whole planet.” Temnon smirked. “Rein will restore the magic first.” Instead of eating his bread, he said, “Will you watch my magic again?”

      He pulled the same little knife from his armor pouch, and with his magic protesting, he shifted it into a spoon. He didn’t even try to change the molecular structure of the metal, only the shape.

      “What did you see?” he asked. “Any better?”

      I didn’t have to answer. He saw it on my face, and his hand dropped.

      “I knew it,” he said. “I can feel it. It’s getting worse.”

      No longer hungry, I dropped my bread to the table below. “You’re tired now. Is it better when you’re fresh?”

      He stuck the spoon back into his pouch.

      “Better, but not normal. I just don’t have any energy. More than that, I can’t even get excited. During the battle with the manticore I just felt blank.”

      Poor Temnon. I reached up and wrapped his dangling hand in mine.

      “Want to talk about your grandpa?” I asked.

      “What for? Talking won’t help my magic.”

      “Want to talk about anything?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      I didn’t want to irritate him, but a story from my own childhood drifted into my head like a wisp of Kinza’s smoke. Around eighth grade, my scars really started to get to me. I never left the house, I didn’t want to study, and my schoolwork piled up. My email inbox had like fifty messages from teachers. Mom demanded I go work on my lessons, but I just sat at the computer and stared at the line of zeros indicating my missing assignments. The only zero I cared about was the one rating my motivation. After about a week, the stress literally made me sick, and I quit eating. My mom took a personal day off from work and dragged me to a local park for some sun. We sat on a bench for an hour, then she asked me a question. Now, that same question knocked on my brain. I just had to let it out.

      “How many cotton balls can you stuff into a glass bottle?” I asked Temnon.

      “Cotton balls? Like the tufts right off the plant? I don’t know.”

      “At home we use sanitary cotton balls,” I explained. “The cotton is cleaned and lightly wrapped into little balls.” I held up my fingers to show him the size. “They are really soft and squishy.”

      “I see,” he said. “Then a lot. Hundreds.”

      “And what happens if you keep shoving them into the full bottle?”

      Temnon turned his head and rested his cheek on his crossed arms. A ray of light found an opening between the branches and dyed Temnon’s blond hair a shiny crimson color. His eyes, normally bright and engaged, stared at nothing deep in the tree.

      “Well,” he said, “the cotton balls can only compress so much. Then they won’t fit.”

      I tried to catch his blank, staring eyes. “And if you keep shoving more in,” I prompted, “what will happen to the bottle?”

      Temnon didn’t answer. From somewhere in the branches, Grimmal did, in a deep, ominous voice.

      “The bottle will break.”

      Still watching the leaves, Temnon asked, “Is that what’s happening to me?”

      “Possibly,” I said as gently as I could. “You figured out that the bottle represents you.”

      He looked down at me. “Then what does the cotton represent?”

      “Stress. Emotions. Complaints. Fears. Anything you hold inside that you should be letting out. Do you have something inside you that needs to be let out, Tem?”

      For a long time, his pondering brow scrunched over his stare. He turned his head again and said, “No.”

      I shivered, but not because I was cold.

      He lied.
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      The sun had long set, and stars winked through the fluttering leaves when a burst of blue light lit the Noddy Tree. Startled, I sat up so fast, my hammock swung and nearly dumped me on the ground.

      “Tem?” a familiar voice called.

      “Rein?” Temnon swung his legs around and dropped from the tree branch. “What’s up?”

      With a grin, Rein stepped from the safety platform of his transportation spell. “Just got word from the kelpies. They agreed to meet me tomorrow. In the meantime, Chief Rowan asked me to see how things are progressing with the tomte. He and your parents are kind of desperate for news.” Rein spotted me swinging from in the hammock and gave me a friendly salute. “Oh hey, Agnes. Kinza has been a huge benefit to me. Sorry to deprive you of her.”

      A light stream of purple smoke filtered from his armored pouch and floated to my hammock, settling into the woven fabric next to me.

      “Agnes hardly needs support,” Temnon joked. “She got the tomte working together and ready to compromise. It looks like supplies won’t be a problem anymore.”

      Rein blurted out a relieved laugh. “That’s great news.”

      Temnon and Rein sat in the sand and leaned against the trunk of the tree to exchange reports.

      Darn that boyfriend of mine. Temnon didn’t give himself credit for our success with the tomte. He was never one to brag, but I knew from personal experience that negative self-talk fueled emotional responses like depression and anxiety.

      Rein is pleased with your success, Kinza said, distracting me.

      “Our success,” I clarified. “It was a team effort.”

      I believe it.

      Kinza sighed, and her smoke sunk deeper into the hammock.

      “You sound tired,” I said. “Everything okay?”

      There was a brief pause. I am tired. I’ve noticed a steady decline in my energy. It frightens me.

      I tried to lay a supportive hand on her smoke, but my hand passed through her as easily as air. It surprised me. Even as smoke she’d always been at least partially solid. Shocked, I noticed I could see the weave of the hammock right through her. I’d never seen her so transparent. Then I realized why.

      “Oh, Kinza,” I whispered, horrified. “You’re fading.”

      Yes. Faster than I anticipated. I fail to see how Sharir avoided his end when my end looms with such overpowering finality. It is becoming difficult to hold myself together. I do it, so as not to worry Chief Rein, but it is exhausting.

      “Then tell him you need a break. He’ll understand.”

      The light-purple smoke swirled around my hand as I gripped the side of the hammock.

      His kindness isn’t in question. He’s treated me with honor and respect. He must focus on his next task. The kelpies have endured prejudice from his mother for centuries. He is concerned he won’t be able to win them over. He needs me, so I will keep trying.

      Fear rose in my throat, and I blurted loudly, “But if trying is making you fade faster...”

      Shh, please. I don’t want Rein to know.

      I glanced over at the boys. They carried on their conversation. Whew. They didn’t hear me.

      More quietly, I continued, “If you’re fading faster because of the work, then stop. I don’t want you to die at all, let alone any sooner than you have to.”

      A small, happy sigh rang telepathically in my head. Why did I deny myself friends for so long?

      “What do you mean?” I said, thrown off by the sudden change of topic.

      I’ve been hiding for centuries. I didn’t bother letting anyone know I existed. My misguided effort to make fading less tragic. Her smoke crawled up my arm and rested on my shoulder. I did myself a disservice. Now, as the end nears, I find myself grateful for the support and desiring even more friends. Sadie, for one. I hardly know her but feel like I have for years. Rein is the same way.

      “I understand that,” I said, fondly remembering how I met Temnon. “For me, I’d been rejected by other kids my whole childhood. So, when one handsome boy didn’t treat me like a freak...” I shook my head and laughed at myself. “Well, you get the idea. It’s common for disfigured kids to be eternally loyal to people who are kind to them.”

      But I am not disfigured.

      That seemed like a funny thing to say. In truth, other than her smoke girl form, I had no idea what she looked like. She was a genie, so whatever she wanted to, I supposed.

      “Sadie and Rein have the same open, fun, confident personalities that Delphi had. You’re attracted to what feels happy and familiar to you. As for me, we took some time to develop trust, didn’t we?”

      I’m glad you did not give up on me. I can be very stubborn. And now, I’m glad I’m not alone.

      A musical jangle rang from below as Rein lifted the rattle.

      “Ready to go, Kinza?” he asked. “If we leave now, we can report to Rowan and get some good sleep before we meet with the kelpies tomorrow.”

      Rest sounds nice.

      Her smoke crept over the edge of my hammock and fell into the silver rattle.

      “Bye, Kinza,” I said. “Good luck tomorrow, Rein.”

      He winked at me boldly, and as he formed his transportation spell, Temnon reclaimed his sleeping spot on the branch above me.

      “I don’t envy him,” Temnon mentioned with a wide yawn. “It’s tough enough negotiating with strangers. The kelpies aren’t exactly best friends with the sirens.”

      Blue light flashed as Rein vanished with Kinza. I knew from the beginning uniting Fourth Earth was a near-impossible task. Watching my friends suffer made it even worse. Maybe she felt my worry from somewhere up in the sprawling branches of the Noddy Tree, but Lumi, in her kitten form, scampered over the drowsy Temnon and jumped onto my stomach. Her purr almost chased away my stress, but Temnon’s depression, Rein’s negotiations, and Kinza’s looming death were too much for even the sweetest kitten’s purr.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

        

    

    







            Flying Juvenile Delinquents

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Ayda, Neller, and their councils approached our camp. Whisper carried a thin bit of wood with characters burned into it.

      “Whisper wrote a temporary truce,” Ayda said bluntly, skipping pleasantries. “You’re here to make peace. So, look.”

      Whisper handed me the slat of wood. Ademic translated the writing. Whisper’s terms seemed fair to both sides.

      “Have you all read this?” I asked. As various “ayes” indicated they had, I continued, “Your wishes have all been seen to, correct?”

      They nodded, seemingly satisfied.

      “Whisper,” I said to her. “This is good work.”

      “The wind told me what to write,” she said happily.

      Ayda scoffed with a huff and glared, but Whisper paid her no attention.

      “I agree with these terms,” I said, laying the slat on the small table. “For now, this will do. However, when the official negotiator arrives with the permanent treaty, it will state that both sides of the tomte will swear loyalty to the planet of Fourth Earth and agree to an alliance with all the tribes.”

      “Now, hold on there, Agnes,” Neller said, stubbornly. “That could lead to serious business.”

      “Could?” I threw out my hands. “It will. Very serious business is coming, Neller. It’s why I’m here. I told you from the beginning I had to unite the tribes of Fourth Earth. We risked our lives to save yours. If we hadn’t, you’d be manticore chow by now. It’s hard to fill orders when you’re dead.”

      Den turned to Ayda and grumbled, “That’s a point, isn’t it?”

      The two leaders and their counselors muttered together for several more minutes. I waited. This was important, and I wanted them to decide themselves, not be forced into it.

      After some consideration, Ayda stood. “Arch Mage? Practically speaking, what might an alliance ask of us?”

      “What you can give,” I guessed. I had no way of knowing what that might be.

      Neller tried to pin me down. “That covers a lot of ground. Are you talking about resources and support, or are you asking for more drastic sacrifices?”

      I met the grumpy little face. “I’m not asking for anything. This is your planet. Your peace. What are you willing to give yourselves?”

      I delivered that line like a hero in a war movie. Dang. I gave myself chills.

      Ayda and Neller lapped it up. With the fearless, determined demeanor of seasoned generals, they spat on their hands and clapped. Congratulations and hugs were shared, and the outright hostility melted in the glow of the rising sun. Breakfast was brought in, and dozens of tomte children scampered up the tree. Musicians played whistles and a funny sounding harmonica-kazoo hybrid. To me, the music seemed high pitched and too fast, but they danced with abandon and laughed raucously in the rising sun.

      Thank goodness. This contract meant desperately needed supplies for the battles against Suelta. Maybe we could finally shift the balance against her stupid attacks. I wondered if Serene had made any headway with the elves and centaurs. All the off-planet soldiers in the universe wouldn’t be as effective as local fighters.

      Beneath the rapid music, a weird thrum buzzed in my ears. Was I getting a headache? After my week, it wouldn’t surprise me. I listened closer. Nope. It sounded a little like a distant jet engine. Focusing on the thrum, I heard a telepathic voice calling.

      Agnes! Arch Mage Agnes! Where are you?

      I knew that voice.

      Bandlash?

      Thank Dauthaz I found you! Are you close? Can you give me a sign of where you are exactly? he said with obvious relief.

      I sent a beam of light shooting into the sky. The thrum grew louder, and soon a yellow-green streak shot over the mining hill and split the shallow river with biblical effect. Sliding to a stop, the little dragon carved deep trenches into the sandy island, smiling all the way.

      The tomte screamed and scattered.

      “Whoa! He’s a friend,” I shouted. “Don’t panic!”

      The tomte, still suspicious, watched as Bandlash and I conversed. All within earshot heard the dragon’s telepathy as clearly as if he spoke out loud.

      I’m so glad I found you. I’ve been searching for hours already. Nemantia asked me to find you, but I’m not very familiar with this planet.

      “Everything okay with the pixies?” I asked.

      Mmm, not exactly okay, he said. I mean, well, maybe we might need a bit of help.

      “What’s going on?”

      Bandlash hung his lion-shaped head, round, blue eyes drooped in shame. I did my best to help, but those pixies are mean. The princess commanded me not to hurt anyone, and it’s hard when they are so tiny, and I can’t see them. His back paws crossed in embarrassment. I’ve failed Princess Nemantia, I think.

      “Is she hurt?” Temnon asked, concerned.

      Bandlash’s head flew up, eyes wide. Oh no, not at all. We are just—well, she sent me with a message. I’ll show it as I remember it.

      Telepathically, Bandlash showed us his memory of Nemantia. They were in a ruined castle, surrounded by broken furniture and crumbled walls. The princess wrung her hands together. In the background, Jenz swung his sword at the empty air. What was going on?

      “Aggie?” Nemantia’s perfectly remembered voice said. “You can see magic, right? Do you think—ow.” She flinched and held her cheek as a lock of her dark hair lifted into the air. “Maybe you could come help me with the pixies?” Her head jerked as something yanked her hair hard. “Ow! Please stop. Jenz and I—”

      A wild yell bellowed in the background, and Jenz ran behind her, shooting rounds of spells into the air with pistols in both hands. A trickle of blood dripped from his black hair down his cheek and one eye sported a spectacular bruise. It was hard to tell, but it looked like he was being chased by a table lamp.

      “Bandlash, just tell her to transport here, and tell her to hurry!” Jenz shouted.

      Nemantia blushed at his temper and smiled apologetically. “We’ll go outside, Aggie, so don’t worry about transporting into danger. Focus on my face. Please, hurry.”

      The telepathic image faded. Temnon burst into laughter nearing hysterics.

      “Nemmy didn’t believe me when I told her pixies were little devils!” he chortled, slapping the tree trunk. In a falsetto tone, he mocked his cousin, “You’re wrong, Temnon. You just scare them, Temnon.”

      I failed to stifle a giggle and snorted loudly. That wasn’t fair of Temnon. I didn’t want to laugh at Nemantia, but he was being so danged funny.

      My snort only made Temnon keep it up. “She begged to go see the sweet mini angels. I tried to warn her and look who’s right.”

      I controlled my laughing and asked, “Is she okay? If Jenz can’t handle pixies, I don’t have a chance. You’re coming, right?”

      “Not for all the magic in the Fulcrum,” Temnon said. “This is what she gets for not listening to me.”

      “But she needs us.”

      Temnon came close and pulled me into a hug. “She needs you, Agnes, not me. Go ahead and transport to her and help her see the little hellions. With your help, she can secure the pixies and get them to join the alliance. Nemantia is stronger than she thinks, and I’d love to see her accomplish her goal without me. I’ll fly to the neutral territory by the Praedis Ocean with Grimmal and Lumi and inform Mother of our success here. She’ll send a negotiator to Ayda and Neller, then I’ll help convince the elves and centaurs to stop their ten-thousand-year war. Grimmal is still hurting, so Lumi can carry the gear. When you’re done with the pixies, meet me at the Fields of Honor.”

      Still a little unsure, I hesitated. I didn’t like leaving Temnon when he felt so down. And I wondered if I could be of any help with angry pixies.

      Temnon kissed my white hair. “You’ll be fine, glowbug. You handled Pyranathos, you can handle pixies. Just put up a light shield the second you get there. Those pixies might be small, but they pinch hard.”

      “Okay, I guess.”

      Please hurry, Nemantia needs you quickly. Bandlash happily pattered his feet as he turned his long drake body to face the way he came. The little tomte ducked as he swooped over them and knocked off their hats. I’ll meet you at the Eleventh Kingdom, then. I’ll just run back there. Transporting makes me sick. And being sick with seven stomachs is awful.

      “Walk until you cross the river, Bandlash.”

      He grimaced. I was going to. I don’t want to hurt anyone.

      As he sloshed through the river, I turned to Neller and Ayda. “I have to go, but I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”

      “Guaranteed,” Ayda said, “since we’ll be delivering goods regularly. It might be a while, though. We are a fair distance from the coast.”

      I winked. “Not if things work out with the pixies. I hear they are great at transportation.”

      Neller squeezed one eye into a squint. “Depends on who you ask.” He stepped back and gave me a toothy grin. “May time speed along and bring us together again.”

      “Works for me,” I said. “Bye.”

      The tomte cheered as I kissed Temnon and Lumi goodbye. Grimmal lay near our gear with his head on my backpack. Should I grab it? Better not, I decided. My grenades were dangerous; and I didn’t want a kingdom of hostile pixies stealing one and tempting fate. I left my backpack and crossed the river to find a quiet place to transport.

      Bandlash was already long gone. I retrieved the powdered Lanorian mint from my Aether Stone pouch and sprinkled some under my tongue. I hope it helped. The Eleventh Kingdom was on the other side of the planet. Pushing through my fear, I focused hard on Nemantia’s beautiful face, sent my magic toward where Bandlash streaked away, and let my vision blur.

      Splashes of color and freaky, melted images spun in rapid succession until they blurred into a blank-white screen distorted with squiggly lines and black dots. The edges of my vision closed in, my head spun, and my stomach squeezed my breakfast into my gagging throat.

      Trying to hold myself together, I begged my magic to find Nemantia, and somehow caught a glimpse of her sweet face before falling off the spell’s safety platform and crumpling into a painful heap where I promptly lost the contents of my stomach into a hedge of dried out bushes.

      “Agnes,” cried out Nemantia’s worried voice. “Jenz, she’s here!”

      Strong hands pulled me up, but I had no control over my muscles and flopped like a rag doll. Nemantia put her soft hands on my cheeks, and my eyes rolled in circles, trying to find hers.

      “Aggie,” she said. “What’s happening?”

      I breathed in and exhaled through pursed lips until the abstract images returned to realism. I felt my pupils contract to focus on Nemantia’s azure eyes.

      “It’s transportation sickness,” I said. “It’s worse than coming out of anesthesia.”

      She put a cool hand on my cheek. “What are you talking about?”

      Oh. They didn’t use anesthesia on First Earth. Nemantia probably thought I was loopy.

      “It’s a drug that makes you unconscious.” Explaining helped my brain feel normal, so I kept babbling. “Doctors on my planet use it before surgeries.” My head fell back, and an enormous wall of white stone sprouted behind the dry hedge and soared into the blue sky. “I had so many surgeries on my burns, and I hated that stuff. I asked them to let me fall asleep instead, but I was too young to understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      My strength gradually returned, so I lifted my head. We were in an unkempt, overgrown garden full of brambles and weeds, and Jenz cradled me in his arms. How awkward. I shifted my legs to stand on my own. Jenz’s black eye looked more serious in person than it did in Bandlash’s telepathic memory.

      “Go slow,” he said, and he gently set me down, holding his hands out in case I fell.

      “The difference between sleeping and unconscious,” I said, answering Nemantia’s question. “Anesthesia sucked but waking up to a scalpel buried in your face would be way worse.”

      I swung my arms to get my blood flowing, but it made my stomach lurch. So, I bent forward, breathed slowly, and fumbled in my pouch for some more mint. I dumped half the bottle under my tongue.

      “Wow,” I said. “That was a bad one. Probably because of how far I had to come. All the battles were on the ocean’s shore and relatively close.” I looked up at the white, stone wall. “This is the pixies’ castle?” I asked. “It’s huge. Aren’t pixies tiny?”

      Nemantia wrapped me in a hug. Not a very relaxed one either. She trembled with stress. I could guess why. Her face and arms were pocked with tiny bruises, and she winced when she lifted her left arm.

      “I’m so glad you came,” she said. “Follow me, and I’ll explain.”

      Jenz took point. With both weapons out and glowing with offensive enchantments, he walked in a cautious, crouched position. Nemantia sidled along the hedge, mirroring Jenz’s wariness. She whipped her head in different directions every few seconds.

      “This palace is their kingdom,” she told me. “The gardens are their borders.”

      “That’s different,” I said, walking behind her. “I thought pixies lived in nature and made flowers bloom and stuff.”

      Jenz spun to check the rear. It made me spin around, too, but only a few bees floated in the air.

      “You’re thinking of fairies,” he said to me. “They’re little angels, fairies.”

      The way he said it made me think he had the opposite opinion of pixies.

      At the corner of the castle, Jenz held up a hand. Nemantia froze in place, waiting for Jenz’s signal to proceed. Jenz darted his head around the stone wall for a quick peek. He waited a second, then looked again, scouting the area thoroughly.

      “You see,” Nemantia said to me, “fairies and pixies are genetically related but have different natures, as I have come to learn.”

      “Different how?”

      Jenz held up his palm to us, and in his quick, crouching walk, he crossed the patchy front lawns to the front entrance.

      Nemantia stayed by the corner, waiting for permission to follow. “Fairies have nature magic. Pixies are gifted enchanters and highly territorial.”

      At Jenz’s signal, Nemantia crept across the sad excuse for a lawn. I followed her around a stone banister and up a grand staircase to the entrance. The double doors gave off a royal vibe with a thick, wooden frame carved with exotic flowers. The door had horizontal levers as long as the door was wide. Like the frame, vines of flowers were molded into the silver metal. I guessed you pushed or pulled the oversized lever to open the doors. Seemed like a lot of work for a door handle.

      “So,” I said, “they’re attacking because they’re territorial?”

      Smoothing her skirts and hair, Nemantia regained a semblance of composure. “It may be a contributing factor.”

      I turned to Jenz, hoping for a defined reason why they asked me to come.

      “Don’t stand on any rugs,” he warned darkly.

      “Okaaay...”

      Nemantia lifted a hand to ring the silver bell hanging from the door frame, but the bell remained silent. She just couldn’t follow through. I guessed she regretted not listening to Temnon. Did I dare say something?

      “Uh,” I hesitated. “Temnon said pixies were little devils.”

      With a sigh, she put a hand across her forehead. “I know, but I still think something is making them behave this way. Remember the pixie that came to the assembly about the earthquakes on your planet? After you discovered the sun larva, I spoke to her, and she was perfectly rational.”

      I did remember her. She had the idea to use poison to kill the sun larva when we still thought it was a horrible monster.

      “Then let’s find her. Maybe she can make the others listen.”

      “I tried,” Nemantia said, “She’s not in this kingdom. There are thirteen pixie kingdoms, and they are spread across the whole planet.”

      Drat. That idea was a bust. “What else have you tried?”

      “Diplomacy, reason, common sense, gifts...”

      “...flattery, bribes, threats,” Jenz continued. “We’ve tried everything short of taking a hostage, which is impossible.”

      “That’s why we called you for help,” Nemantia said.

      Her eyes moistened, and her thick lashes stuck together. The princess of First Earth, heir to the throne of the high king, had been reduced to tears by a castle full of four-inch pixies. Good thing Temnon wasn’t here, or he’d pull a muscle laughing. They called me here for help, so I’d better help.

      “This is the main entrance, I guess,” I said. “Have you always entered the castle here?”

      “Well, yes,” stammered Nemantia. “I’m an emissary of First Earth. It’s proper.”

      “Forget proper, then,” I said. “These pixies are playing dirty. So, we will too. Let’s sneak in the back, go invisible, and spy on the little demons.”

      The princess clasped her hands in concern, but Jenz relaxed and yelled to the sky.

      “Finally! If I get hit by one more lamp, I’m going to—” He punched a fist into the palm of his other hand to punctuate the sentence.

      Wow. These pixies really messed up my friends. They were usually so competent. What had I gotten myself into? I rolled my shoulders and mentally went into battle mode. I’d see soon enough. I called on my magic. It eagerly surrounded me in a shimmering globe of light. I expanded the light to include Jenz and Nemantia.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go to a servant’s door in the back or something. Don’t talk. Use hand gestures instead. I can use telepathy, so if you have to say something important, get my attention, and I’ll try to read your mind. Got it?”

      They both nodded.

      “Good. Stay close. If you walk outside my spell, the pixies will see you.”

      With an impish grin, Jenz took Nemantia by the waist and pulled her to his side. Nemantia drew in a breath to protest.

      Jenz cut her off. “Agnes said to stay close.” He grinned slyly. “It’s necessary for the success of the mission.”

      “But what if someone sees?”

      “Proper has its place, princess,” he said, “but so does stealth. Agnes is right, so stay close and let’s gather some useful intelligence.”

      With the lovebirds on my heels, I went down the stairs and followed the castle wall. It wasn’t nearly as big as King Odric’s palace, more like a castle in Germany. The white stone walls and arching windows were artfully crafted but neglected, cobwebs and dust accumulating over the glass. I stepped over broken dishes and old swatches of torn fabric. A brass lantern lay in the grass. Above it in the wall was a shattered window. Those pixies were mischievous, for sure.

      We picked our way through the weeds and litter to the back of the castle. Jenz tapped my shoulder and pointed. Under an overgrown tangle of vines, a half-hidden set of stairs descended behind the dry hedge.

      Perfect. Stairs meant an entrance.

      Behind the vines and down the crumbling steps was a drab, wooden door, freed from its rusty hinges long ago. Jenz lifted away the door. Inside, a shaft of sun from the open doorway lit the dusty air. I didn’t hear anything, so I crept in.

      It was an old kitchen. A long, enclosed stone counter with holes in the top stretched down the middle of the open room. Pots sat in the holes, and old, half-burnt logs lay in grates at the bottom. It was a stove and probably effective when it wasn’t drowning in dust and disuse.

      Over a long basin with a water pump, a tall set of curtains hung closed. The confusing thing was, they hung on an inner wall. Why did curtains hang on a wall with no windows? I passed the stove contraption and lifted a curtain corner. A glint of gold shone in the light. I pulled aside the curtain and revealed a life-sized portrait of a regal, old lady in a gold frame.

      Jenz reached around me and ran a finger along the frame. He showed it to me. It was clean and free of dust.

      Weird. That picture was the only clean thing in here.

      We left the empty kitchen and explored the lower level—a maze of rooms and hallways. A few rooms were immaculate, but most were neglected and ruined. After an hour, we came full circle back to the kitchen. We found no pixies and no explanations for their hostile behavior.

      “Agnes,” Nemantia whispered, “over there.”

      She pointed to a hall branching from the kitchen that we didn’t notice before. Together we entered the narrow space.

      In the walls were sliding wooden sections the size of windows. Maybe they were storage cupboards? One wooden section was left partially open. Behind it was a tidy, dust-free sleeping nook. A clean comforter folded neatly over a cot and a ledge held an oil lamp and a stack of books. The odd thing was, it was my size. Someone slept there, but they weren’t pixies.

      I think something else is living here, I telepathically sent to Jenz and Nemantia. Have you ever seen anyone else? Anyone people-sized?

      They both shook their heads. The hallway led to an ascending staircase. Behind me, Nemantia drew in a sharp breath and pointed vigorously to the top of the stairs.

      Huddled together and peeking through the cracks of the doors and the keyhole were about eight lithe, female figures. They weren’t human; their skin glowed a ghostly white. Thick, long hair hung in waves down their backs in a variety of pastel colors. They wore sweet, skirted aprons, but no shoes or other human clothing.

      What are they? I asked telepathically.

      Nemantia retrieved her record gem from the pockets of her gown. Palm open, she activated her necromancer magic. A holographic image of a similar girl appeared above the gem labeled with a series of Ademic symbols. Nemantia pointed at the eavesdropping girls, then the image. I leaned in to read the symbols.

      House banshees are a highly reclusive species of waif. House banshees dedicate themselves to a structure and are bound to it forever, caring not only for the structure but anyone who lives in it. Ingrained to the spirit of the house, they intently feel it when something is amiss. If the house is abandoned, they wither in despair. If the house is destroyed, intentionally or by decay, they die.

      Things were certainly amiss in this castle. Is the hostility of the pixies why the castle is such a mess? I asked.

      Nemantia nodded. Then, before I could stop her, she left my invisibility spell and headed up the stairs.

      Jenz bristled and reached for a pistol. Halfway up, Nemantia stepped on a creaky stair and the house banshees turned and saw her. With a cry little more than a breeze, they scattered, running up the walls and on the ceiling, around the princess. The fastest waif dashed down the stairway wall and over my head, her pink hair trailing behind her. She leapt into a sleeping nook, and the second she slammed the sliding door closed, it vanished, leaving only an undisturbed wall.

      “No, wait,” Nemantia called to the scattering banshees. “Please don’t run. I only want to talk.”

      Since Jenz and I were still invisible, one little, confused banshee with flowing, sky-blue hair zig-zagged down the wall straight into us. With a soldier’s reflexes, Jenz caught a lock of her hair. He didn’t grab it or pull it, only let it rest on his open palm. The banshee fell to her knees, right there on the wall, and hunched over like she’d been stuffed in a straitjacket.

      Wow. That was handy.

      “How did you know how to do that?” I asked Jenz.

      “My family lives in an old historical manor,” he said. “Mom found a house banshee there as a kid and taught her Ademic. They’re still friends.”

      “I keep hoping to find one in the palace.” Nemantia hurried down the stairs to me. “The Nighting banshee didn’t speak before Jenz’s mother taught her. I wonder if these banshees know a spoken language.”

      “Any pixies coming?” Jenz asked me, eyeing the stairway.

      “Not that I can see,” I said. “I’m not sure what I’m looking for, though.”

      “You’ll know when you see them,” Jenz said. “You can drop the invisibility for now.”

      As I released the spell, Nemantia smiled gently at the cowering little banshee.

      “I’m Princess Nemantia of First Earth,” she said. “Do you understand me?”

      The banshee didn’t respond.

      Nemantia tried again. “Your home is lovely, but I worry about the pixies. Are they causing you worry?” She waited for a reply, but none came. “Are they hurting you? Do you know why they are so hostile?”

      The only movement from the banshee was a slight quiver in her sky-blue hair.

      Nemantia looked to Jenz for help, but he only shrugged. “We don’t live here,” he said. “She doesn’t have to answer us. Assuming she understands you.”

      “There are books on their shelves,” insisted Nemantia. “They must understand spoken language. She’s bound to this castle, so if the pixies are running wild, she must know why. They all must.”

      “Please, Miss, will you talk to us?” Jenz bent sideways, trying to meet the banshee’s eyes, but the frightened thing just covered her face with her white hands.

      Nemantia sat on the stairs, completely dejected. “Let her go, Jenz,” she said. “I’m not going to torment this poor banshee just because I can’t convince a kingdom of pixies to behave themselves.”

      Jenz dropped the lock of hair, and in a heartbeat, the banshee shut herself in her disappearing sleeping nook. Our infiltration efforts weren’t exactly effective thus far.

      I crouched in front of my friend, my skirt trailing in the dust. “I’ll help, Nemmy. I know uniting Fourth Earth is a monumental task, but no one has to do it alone. We can strengthen each other, I promise.”

      Smiling despite her rising tears, Nemantia let me pull her up from the stairs.

      “Absolutely,” she said to me. “Put your invisibility spell back up, and let’s see what we can do about these unruly little fiends before we lose Fourth Earth forever.”

      As I re-formed my invisibility spell and covered all three of us, an eerie feeling tingled in my neck. Someone was watching me. Glancing down the hall, one sliding door had reappeared. I saw a single eye blink thoughtfully, and a silky lock of pink hair fell through the crack. Perhaps these banshees understood more than they let on.

      At the top of the stairs, Jenz hesitated before turning the knob, and Nemantia held her breath. Their tense, fearful anticipation made my heart beat faster. What horrors would attack once Jenz opened that door?

      With a slow, agonizing grind of rusty hinges, the door swung open. Several streaks of glitter made beelines for us and hung in the air in front of our faces.

      “Someone’s creeping around the lower levels,” said a high-pitched voice.

      It came from a faint glimmer in the shape of a tiny, winged person at the end of a magical streak. He wasn’t alone. Seven pixies stared past us into the dark stairwell.

      “Intruders?” asked another. “Attack the instant they stick their noses into view.”

      Jenz and Nemantia were right. I could see magic, so I could see invisible pixies. Nemantia trembled next to me. Sure, the pixies were only four or five inches tall, but her fear of them was real. The bruises covering her arms and face were proof they were dangerous.

      “I don’t see anything,” said a female.

      “Weird,” said the first pixie. “I think I smell blood.”

      Nemantia looked at Jenz in horror. Blood still oozed from the cut on his head. A reminder to me that pixies were vicious.

      And they knew we were here.
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            Attack of the Four-Inch Pixies
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      Frozen like frightened, invisible statues at the top of the stairs, Jenz, Nemantia, and I held our breath while seven pixie scouts scanned the dusty air for any sign of us. After heart-thumping seconds, one of them shrugged.

      “Hmm. Nothing there.” The voice was so high it must have been a female.

      “Stupid banshees were probably listening at the door again.” This voice was masculine, but still tiny.

      They reminded me of regular voices sped up with a voice-changer app.

      “Must be,” added the third voice. “I hoped it was that human girl again. It’s boring without her. But that huge, dumb, trespassing princess wannabe is too arrogant to use a servant’s entrance.”

      Poor Nemantia flushed, and Jenz wrapped an arm around her.

      “What was that?” A glimmering outline of a pixie came within millimeters of my invisibility spell, her tiny hand up to her ear. “I heard fabric rustling.”

      Holy sheesh, pixies had good ears.

      “Don’t be daft,” the masculine voice criticized. “There’s nothing but dust, empty space, and banshee despair. You’re a paranoid nutter.”

      She flew over to him and kicked him in the shin. “You’re a muscle-headed low-brow.”

      “Ow,” he cried, holding his shin. Then he snagged the girl’s nose. “Slag-sucking peasant. Shut your mouth hole and get back to your post.”

      “Bossy chicken-man. Bok, bok, bok!” she said with a pinched nasal tone.

      “Better a chicken-man than a brainless slug who doesn’t comprehend basic orders. Back to your posts.”

      From the hallway, another pixie zoomed in. “The puny dragon is coming,” he said. “Help us spread out the big rug from the eighth floor.”

      Chittering with glee, the streaks of magic zoomed out an arched opening at the far end of the room and up a grand staircase. Well, now I knew what arguing chipmunks sounded like. I didn’t see any more glimmering pixie magic and signaled to Jenz and Nemantia that it was safe to move.

      We inched into the trashed remains of an opulent dining hall. In the center was a heavy table with pixie obscenities scratched in its top. Seven matching chairs lay scattered across the floor, and an eighth chair hung precariously from a wooden lighting fixture. The chair-less fixtures were round and hung off kilter from broken chains. Melted wax from candles dripped onto the table and woven rug below. On one wall, dried tomatoes and peaches stuck to the water-colored plaster walls, their smashed juices leaving sticky, fly-covered trails oozing into a pile of shattered plates. A broken chair leg lay on porcelain shards. The pixies probably used the dinnerware to play baseball—or the Fourth Earth equivalent.

      The grand foyer beyond the dining hall displayed similar chaos and vandalism. Fractured remnants of elegant furniture lay strewn about. Gaping holes marred embroidered curtains, and suspicious hoofprints chipped into the wood floor pointed to a cow being in there at some point.

      A wide grand staircase spiraled around a stone fireplace carved into the shape of a taeda. The fireplace extended past the foyer’s arched ceiling, all the way up the center of the palace, with a roaring fire on each level. The staircase continued curving around it, with a landing leading to each floor. Jenz tapped me and with his finger. He traced a square above the fire on our floor. I saw a large rectangle, lighter in color than the rest of the stone. Something had been removed. Jenz gestured behind us, and I made the connection.

      The portrait of the old lady, I telepathically said. The banshees took it and hid it in the kitchen.

      He confirmed with a nod.

      Do you think that’s important?

      Jenz tilted his head to the side. I took that as a maybe.

      “Look out below,” called a pixie voice. “Or don’t and get smashed. Either way is fine with me.”

      With a heavy whump, a huge, patterned carpet fell past the grand staircase and hit the foyer floor. Several dozen pixies zoomed to it and spread it flat.

      “Perfect timing,” said a pixie, who followed up the comment with an expectant giggle.

      A loud thrum buzzed from outside, and the front doors of the entrance hall smashed open. Bandlash burst into the room with a roar and slid across the polished floor into the rug. In an instant, a thousand streams of glimmering pixie outlines darted to the rug. Tiny hands poured pixie magic into the woolen threads. Saturated with glittering magic, the rug rolled over Bandlash, encasing him like a burrito.

      With wicked laughter, the pixies lifted the rug and the entombed Bandlash into the air.

      “To the grand staircase,” a pixie ordered.

      The rug zipped four stories up the wide staircase. Seconds later, my poor dragon friend, still wrapped in the rug, slid down the stairs like a train on a rollercoaster.

      Hundreds of magical streaks raced after the rug burrito yelling, “Faster! Faster!”

      A corner of the burrito slammed into the curve and tipped it sideways, where it lost momentum and flopped down to the foyer.

      “Aww,” a chorus of chipmunk voices cried.

      “He caught on the curve,” yelled a voice. “Try it again.”

      “Push him horizontally this time,” suggested another one.

      The pixies carried him even higher. Rattling thumps accompanied Bandlash’s decent as he rolled down eight flights of curving stairs to the foyer.

      Jenz cursed, and with sword drawn, he ran to the burrito. Once he left my invisibility spell, the pixies turned on him.

      “The big peon is back,” a pixie yelled. “Stop him before he frees the dragon.”

      Poor Bandlash. No wonder Jenz told me to stay off the rugs. Jenz reached Bandlash and sawed at the tough fibers with his sword. Several pixies attacked him, pulling his hair, and trying to get close enough to pinch his face. Jenz swatted the air with one hand while sawing the rug with the other.

      A male pixie let go of Jenz’s black hair and darted past me to a toppled chair in the dining room.

      “Go get him, Bean,” yelled the male pixie’s friend.

      “Onward, noble steed,” cried Bean, and a rhythmic patter of wood clacked against the floor.

      I pushed Nemantia away from the opening as a magic-coated dining chair galloped past; Bean sat on its tall, carved back. The chair charged Jenz from behind and knocked him in the back of his knees, forcing him to sit. Pixie magic flooded to the arm rests, and they wrapped Jenz in a wooden embrace, knocking his sword from his hand. The chair leaped across the floor while the other pixies hooted insults that made Nemantia red with embarrassment.

      Several rambunctious pixies pounced on the fallen sword. They carried the sword to the ceiling next to a bronze chandelier filled with hundreds of burning candles and aimed the sharp point downward, in the path of the speeding chair. As the captive Jenz approached, they dropped the sword. Laughing insanely, Bean turned the chair, making Jenz’s head whiplash to the side as the blade penetrated the floor six inches deep. Twenty pixies flew to the sword, and an argument broke out.

      “My turn.”

      “Back off, serf.”

      “Give it to me, mud sop.”

      The deadly weapon jerked wildly as the pixies fought each other for the next throw. Beneath them, smoke oozed from the rug holding Bandlash. I guessed the little drake decided to set himself free. Not ready to release their prisoner, the bulk of the pixies flew to the dragon burrito. The rug crunched like an inchworm and slithered up the stairs. Even with a supple drake’s body, that had to be uncomfortable.

      Nemantia shook my arm and turned me back to the dining hall. The door to the kitchen had opened a tiny crack, and a white finger beckoned us closer. Nemantia dragged me back to the door, where she knelt to meet the pink-haired banshee face to face.

      The racket in the grand foyer drowned out the banshee’s breezy voice, but I heard an occasional Ademic word. Those house banshees understood us after all.

      “I’m going with Linnea,” Nemantia said. “You save Jenz and Bandlash before they get hurt. I’ll hurry. Good luck.”

      She slipped in the door and shut it with a click. What the cuss? Save Jenz and Bandlash? And how exactly was I supposed to do that?

      Afraid of being heard and discovered by the glittering delinquents, I bit my tongue to avoid groaning out loud.

      Okay, Agnes, I thought to myself, you can do this. What have you got?

      I had light. And lots of it.

      I hurried back to the grand foyer in time to see Bean gallop his enchanted chair straight up the wall and across the ceiling. Stopping short of the bronze chandelier, the twisted pixie released the arm rests.

      “Oops, silly me,” the pixie said as Jenz plummeted to the ground.

      The pixies yanked an embroidered curtain from its rod and spread it like a flying carpet under Jenz. He fell into its center, and the pixies pulled the edges taut, tossing him back into the air. They continued the game, inching Jenz closer to the chandelier and the hundred candles of hot, melted wax.

      High up on the staircase, more pixies chanted, “Heave, heave, heave,” as they tried to lift Bandlash over the banister.

      This had to stop. I released my invisibility spell and started to glow. Walking to the center of the room, I poured magic to my skin until I shone like a LED spotlight at a rock concert.

      “What is it?” tiny voices asked. “Specter? Spirit? Nightlight?”

      My magic leapt to my hands as I asked it to save my friends.

      “Look out below!” pixies yelled together.

      Bandlash, in his area rug burrito, tipped over the banister. Feeling my light congeal into a partially solid gel, I hurled a ton to the floor beneath him and he plunged into it. It absorbed his fall and tilted under his weight. The rug unrolled, flattening until it deposited a very dizzy dragon onto the floor.

      You hurt, Bandlash? I asked telepathically.

      Oh, urp, I’m gonna vomit.

      Hang in there, buddy. Just lie down for a while.

      I flung a sheet of light up at Jenz, covering him a second before he hit the chandelier. Hot wax splashed all over my light shield. Jenz flinched, but I lowered him down slowly to the ground.

      “Hey,” protested Bean, the chair pixie. “How did he do that?”

      The scheming little insect flew away from the chair, which fell to the ground and broke into pieces. A trail of magic followed Bean to the fireplace, where he sat on a thick, metal fire poker. He could do some serious damage with a weapon like that. As his magic flooded into it, I extended my finger and thumb like a laser gun and pointed at him.

      “Pew,” I said, firing a tiny disk of light at the pixie and encasing him in a miniature light shield.

      The light shield fell to the ground and rolled like a hamster ball, while the pixie tumbled around inside it.

      That got their attention. An intense quiet stilled the racket, except for Jenz’s sword clattering to the ground. He went to pick it up, and a few pixies swooped in to intercept him.

      “Pew, pew, pew. Aaaand pew!” Five more pixies rolled across the ground inside miniature light shields, two in the last one.

      Squeaky whispers passed from pixie to pixie. They slowly flew into a large circle around my head. Jenz, sword in hand, backed in closer to me, watching for attacks. I let myself into the light shield that protected him.

      “What’s happening?” he asked.

      “Counterattack, if I had to guess,” I said, not bothering to whisper.

      “How many?”

      I laughed out loud with as much cocky attitude as I could muster. “Not nearly enough.”

      More whispering, like fingernails scratching a violin string, permeated the circle of pixies. Dozens of them flew off, in every direction, up the stairs, down the halls, even out the cracked windows. They returned seconds later with thousands more in tow. They formed a cylinder around me. The thousands of glimmering pixie outlines all together looked like I stood inside a tube of dimpled crystal.

      I knew I didn’t have long, but I had to make sure my next spell followed all the rules. I closed my eyes and took a mental dive into my ocean of light. It shone brightly, swirling around my fingertips.

      I need another light shield, I said to my magic.

      Light shields are a simple matter, it answered. You have six active shields already.

      This one is a little different. Bigger, and oddly shaped, but I can do it.

      Your only limits are energy and your own confidence.

      Yup. That sounded about right. I was ready, and just in time. Together, the pixies started to chant, low and dangerous.

      “Leave, leave, leave, leave.”

      Jenz’s breath came fast, and he whirled in every direction.

      “Don’t worry, Jenz,” I said. “We’re both in a light shield. If I can hold out a hydrogen explosion, I can hold out a bunch of pixies.”

      “They’re stronger than they look,” he muttered.

      “Their magic is strong, but only if they are touching the objects they enchant. Trust me.”

      I let my magic pour out of my feet onto the floor. It ran the length and breadth of the room and flowed up the walls. It filled every closet, every gap, scooping every hiding place in the entire castle into its grasp.

      The chant rose in a strident crescendo. “Leave! Leave! Leave!”

      I dimmed my shining light and focused entirely on the light painting the foyer.

      No longer a glowing mystery, a girl pixie with a pointed ponytail flew in close to gawk at my scars.

      “That’s not a specter,” she said to her swarm. “It’s just a defective human. Part of her face is made of wrinkled paper.”

      I took a fraction of a second to acknowledge how little the insult affected me. This must be what self-confidence felt like. Cool. I locked my confident brown eyes on the invisible pixie. She pulled her elbows to her knees as if to protect herself from being seen and flew two feet to the side. I followed her movements, and her thousands of friends muttered in curious disbelief.

      “She can see Essie?” one asked.

      “Impossible. She’s just a smelly human.”

      “Maybe she has really good hearing.”

      “Or maybe it’s Essie who smells.”

      Above the high-pitched speculating, my light came together in the center of the ceiling stories and stories above us. Almost there. I pressed my hands together. My light shield shrank until it shone brilliantly in a sphere encircling the pixies. Perfect. I glared at the girl pixie. The others called her Essie.

      With a smirk, I said, “Your hair is so pointy, you look like a hummingbird flying backward.”

      A collective gasp breathed through the thousands of pixies, except for one boy pixie who laughed like a deranged chipmunk and pointed rudely at Essie. Now they knew for sure I could see them.

      “Yes. I can see Essie. I can see all of you, but I wish I couldn’t. Ew. Better a defective human than a pack of pimples like you,” I snarked, still clenching my fists.

      An onslaught of derogatory names showered me. Every little pixie in the kingdom hurled their very best at me. I didn’t care. I already won. They just didn’t know it yet.

      Mean girl Essie screeched at me. “Grubby, grungy, pustuled, muck-slopper! I’ll teach you!”

      She zoomed with fury for a bulky armoire full of silver serving dishes. Several feet from the heavy piece of furniture, she hit my shield and bounced off, spinning like a sparkly pinwheel. To her fellow pixies, it probably looked like she hit thin air. She put a hand on her head and teetered on her wings. I guess flying headfirst into solidified light rung her bell a little bit. She tried again, slower this time. Once again, she bonked into the shield.

      “What did you do?” she yelled, bouncing repeatedly like a wasp against a windowpane.

      All at once, the thousands of other pixies flared into a shining, swooping, swarm of panic. When they couldn’t get to the furniture, they turned directly to me and Jenz. When their pinching fingers squeaked across our personal shield, they aimed for Bandlash, but I’d left the dragon outside with the furniture. He’d had enough pixie fun. Jenz elbowed me.

      “Agnes?” Jenz heard the panicked pixies yelling in frustration but couldn’t see them or my double light shield trap. “What did you do?”

      “Remember that time we went skiing on Second Earth and you found all those snow globes in the gift shop?”

      “Yes,” he said. “They had glitter inside the glass balls full of water.”

      “I just made a snow globe with pixies and light.” I smiled at the view around me. The only thing missing was a little plastic house and some pine trees.

      “Nice,” Jenz said, catching the vision and putting away his sword. “What’s the plan?”

      “I don’t know. Nemantia just told me to stop them from hurting you and Bandlash. She went with the pink-haired banshee and said she’d be right back.”

      Jenz didn’t seem too thrilled about that. He paced in impatient agitation while we waited, surrounded by angry, helpless pixies.

      We waited a long time. Bored, I sat on the floor and traced pictures of tomte in the dust. Jenz grew more worried as time ticked on, and those pixies never let up their insults for a millisecond.

      Finally, after about two hours, a stern knock sounded at the grand entrance. The pixies slowed to stare at the door, so did I.

      Who would be dumb enough to come here?
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      The double doors swung out. The sun backlit a tall silhouette with square shoulders and hair piled high on her head. A hand rested on a jeweled staff as high as her sagging waist.

      A gurgling, wet, female voice called out in dismay. “What have you little imps done to my castle?”

      “Great balls of earwax!” bellowed Bean. “It’s Lady Rin!”

      “She came back!”

      “She didn’t abandon us!”

      The thousands of pixies sank to the floor like gently falling stars and knelt in humility.

      “Welcome home, your majesty,” they chanted in unison. “What is your will?”

      Lifting her staff, she swung it in a slow circle. A thick, ringing wave of power beat against my temples and the pixies all covered their ears. The wave swept over the floor, wiping away the invisibility spells and revealing the color of thousands of little pixies.

      “My will is for you to stop this nonsense at once.”

      The lady stepped into the castle with a lopsided stride, like one shoe had lost a heel. Taking in the damage, her jaw hung open in royal shock.

      “Mother Hera,” she cursed. “Just look at the state of my organza curtains.” She pointed to a broken curio cabinet. “And where are my one-of-a-kind alabaster figurines?”

      “Figurines?” said a pixie, “Heh, heh, heh. Were there figurines in that cabinet?”

      “Don’t sass me, Yizzel. I commanded you to never touch them, and now they’re missing. My whole foyer is in shreds. It looks like you let a berserk ogre loose in here.”

      Leaning heavily on her staff, she limped unevenly to the dining room. Once she left the doorway, I saw her face. An astonished gasp caught in my throat, and I felt Jenz stiffen beside me. Her skin was pale green and translucent enough to see blue veins streaking down her neck. Her lips were blue and lifeless, and her round, hazel eyeballs were sunken into shadowed eye sockets and slightly swollen. Water streamed from her torn gown all over the floor, and beneath her skirt, one foot, broken at the ankle, bent completely sideways.

      “Holy sheesh,” I whispered. “I think she’s dead.”

      “Definitely dead,” Jenz whispered back. “Drowned by the look of it.”

      The ponytail pixie swooped up to my shield, trying to stop the dead woman from entering the dining room.

      “Don’t go in there, Illustrious Majesty!” yelled Essie.

      “I am Chieftainess Rin of the Eleventh Pixie Kingdom,” she declared haughtily. “This is my castle, and I will go where I want.”

      The dead chieftainess reached the opening to the dining hall and cried out in startled horror. “Is that pile of broken shards my mother’s dishware?” Her head fell forward, and she let out a moan mournful enough to equal the loss of her first-born child. “My mother’s heirloom china? That she gave to me on my coronation day?”

      When she lifted her head, the pile of hair careened off to the side, revealing half of a bald scalp. Hair and foot jutting in opposite directions, she read a few of the profanities scrawled on the walls and table, covered her eyes, and limped back into the foyer, fanning herself with a greenish hand.

      “I have failed as a leader,” she cried. Rivers of tears poured out of her swollen eyes and joined the water dripping to the floor.

      “No, Lady Rin!” a few pixies yelled.

      “Yes. I’m a failure. I tried to teach my subjects manners. I gave them the best lessons, taught them etiquette and decorum. I acted with dignity and deportment, but the moment a few guests wander into my castle without me, my subjects act like frothing barbarians.” She lifted her chest and glared down her nose at the stricken pixies. “How long have I been here? And not one of you thought to announce our guests?”

      “I will!” Bean slammed into my shield trying to get to her. He shook his head, and shouted with a slight slur, “May I present to your royal, beautiful, kind, and merciful majesty...”

      His tiny mouth froze. He didn’t have the slightest idea who we were. He glanced back to the kneeling pixies who all shrugged hopelessly.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” Bean sputtered. “I present the defective human girl, the muscle-headed soldier, and the runt dragon!”

      How Lady Rin managed that look of disgusted disappointment with her dead face, I’ll never know. Bean shriveled under her gaze into a puddle of unworthiness.

      Lady Rin simmered with lava-hot anger. “You dare announce the Arch Mage of Second Earth as ‘defective human girl’?”

      Dang. She wasn’t even yelling at me, and I felt guilty. She held out an open hand to me and glowered at Bean.

      “This is Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, Angel of the Jent Paths, and she has already saved your nugatory mini-skins from a demon invasion. The muscle-headed soldier is a First Earth paladin marshal, and the runt dragon is a member of Third Earth’s noblesse.” She lifted her staff and slammed it repeatedly on the ground. “They are escorting Princess Nemantia, heir to the throne of First Earth! How can I receive a fellow royal in this pigsty? Return my castle to its proper state within the next five minutes or I will snip off your wings with my sewing scissors!”

      The pixies flew in a frenzy, attempting to obey her, but bounced against my shield. The chieftainess winked a dead, hazel eye at me, and I released my magic. They streaked to the shattered bits of furniture and covered them with pixie magic. Bean rushed to his mashed chair and enchanted every splinter on the floor under Lady Rin’s skirt. The bits sailed together in perfect order and re-formed into the high-backed chair just as the dead woman sank into it.

      “Please,” she said to me and Jenz, gesturing to a destroyed pile of wood fragments and torn brocade on the ground across from her, “you are my guests. Sit and rest from your journey.”

      Doubt in his eyes, Jenz bent his knees to sit. Behind him, a flurry of colorful pixies enchanted the rubble, and it reassembled into a matching sofa with an arched back. I sat next to him.

      “Join us, noble dragon,” invited the chieftainess.

      A long settee with an arm on only one side whizzed together under Bandlash and lifted him off the ground. Essie’s magic made the settee jog over to join our circle.

      Oh, don’t make me move, Bandlash said telepathically while vocally groaning.

      Lady Rin tutted. “Disgraceful. Forgive my subjects, Sir Dragon. They will be severely punished.” She snapped her fingers with a soft, squishy sound. “Ginger tea. Now. Enough for seven queasy stomachs.”

      A rattle of glass made me turn around. Dozens of pixies in the dining area, each holding a shard of dishware, flew in a whirling circle and pieced together a tea pot and seven cups while more pixies dashed through the kitchen door. Within seconds, the seven cups were filled, and steam rose from their rims. As each cup poured into Bandlash’s open jaws, a pixie murmured a soft apology.

      “Sorry we rolled you in a rug.”

      “And pushed you down the stairs.”

      “And threw you over the banister.”

      “Sorry you got sick.”

      “And have seven upset stomachs.”

      “The tea will help.”

      “Sorry you’re a runt asking to be bullied.”

      The chieftainess’s hazel eyes flashed in anger. “Who said that last one?”

      A chubby pixie whistled nonchalantly and carried his teacup toward the kitchen.

      “Bobbin, get back here,” Lady Rin commanded. “You are lucky this dragon has enough restraint to keep from roasting you into pixie chips.”

      I would never, said Bandlash, scandalized. The princess told me I couldn’t hurt them.

      “You see?” She pointed her staff at Bobbin. “This noble dragon is obedient. He loves his princess. But you are a nasty imp who doesn’t love me!” She stood on her feet—well, one foot and one bent, stumpy ankle bone—and declared loudly, “For poor manners and mistreating a guest, Bobbin shall be punished!”

      All the pixies halted to see what doom might befall him. Bobbin hovered in the air, his belly pudge rippling as he trembled in fear.

      Lady Rin pointed her staff at the felonious pixie. “This very night, as the rest of us enjoy the sweet rewards of our labors, you shall be recused to a table of solitude, where you will eat”—she paused, and the silent pixies waited with terror on their faces—“nothing.”

      “Noooo!” cried Bobbin like he’d been condemned to death. “I’m sorry, Lady Rin! Please spare me!”

      “Begone,” she shooed him. “And may a similar fate condemn any foolish enough to cross the wishes of their chieftainess.” Straight-backed and oozing with royalty, she sat and pushed her wig upright. “The rest of you finish repairing my castle. You have three minutes left.”

      Like shimmering bullets, the pixies returned to work.

      Jenz addressed the soggy woman. “I’m a little confused,” he started, but the chieftainess stopped him with an uplifted hand.

      “Allow me to explain,” she said. “Pixies are usually a lovely species, intelligent, kind, and helpful, but they need a strong leader to give them structure. Without structure, they are rather like small, anxious dogs, and they’ll snarl and bite in self-defense.” She sighed sadly. “It’s been over a year since I’ve been here. No wonder my little kingdom fell to ruin.”

      Why so long? asked Bandlash.

      Lady Rin regarded her bony, pale-green hand with regret. “Surely, you’re being polite. I’m obviously quite dead. I was murdered.”

      Bandlash coughed, spattering flaming spit on the floor. But you’re talking!

      “This is Nemantia’s magic,” Jenz explained to him. “She can summon spirits back to their bodies.”

      Like she did with Iloress, remembered Bandlash. The black dragon who testified against Agnes in dragon court. This human is a draugr like she was.

      “Yes.” Jenz turned back to the dead chieftainess. “My question is, why did Nemantia summon you?”

      “I asked her to. I must restore order to my kingdom. I’ve only to pass my authority to my heir and make it all official, then I can return to the spirit world in peace.”

      “And what of our goal to unite Fourth Earth? Nemantia mentioned that, I assume.”

      “Brilliant idea,” she said. “I’m all for it. Like I said to the princess, you’ll find some of the groundwork already laid. My contemporaries of the other pixie kingdoms have been making alliances for decades already. I was to present our proposed treaties at the annual Fourth Earth Affiliation when I met my demise.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said, sitting up with excitement. “How many tribes?”

      “Dozens, actually.” Rin seemed flattered and pleased by my reaction. “My native kind, the Oni, were the first to agree.” She lifted both mud-spattered feet up as her pixie subjects recombined a heap of polished wood scraps into an ottoman. “Beyond the thirteen pixie kingdoms, we’ve written agreements with six fairy kingdoms, the land-type nymphs, a few unicorn herds, and six of the satyr godfathers. I was fairly certain Chief Rowan would agree to join, and I almost had the siren queen convinced.” She made a fist and banged it on the arm of the chair. “If only I had made it to the meeting.”

      “Do you know who killed you?” Jenz asked. He seemed to be making a concerted effort to avoid staring at the stump of bone extending from her bent foot.

      “I didn’t see anything,” she said. “My whole carriage, including my horses, tipped off the bridge spanning Lake Lakria. I tried to get out, but the doors had melted shut. I drowned in minutes. The carriage pulled me to the very bottom of the lake, which is quite deep and near freezing temperatures. I believe that is why my body is in relatively good condition considering I died over a year ago.”

      Then how did your talking corpse get out? Bandlash was so involved in the tale, his front feet pattered on the floor while the rest of him remained reclined on the settee. The doors were melted closed, right?

      The chieftainess held out a hand and yelled, “Fan!”

      A streak of magic twinkled as a pixie zoomed to her with a paper fan flapping behind. “Here, beautiful majesty!”

      “Finally,” snapped Lady Rin. She fluttered the fan in front of her mouth. “You are an alert listener, young Bandlash,” she said. “Yes, the doors were indeed seared closed. It is dark at the bottom of the lake and very murky, but I was able to see clearly in my spirit form. Our senses are much keener as spirits, for we are not encumbered by aging bodies. As I entered the sunken carriage and once again took ownership of my mortal frame, I saw the scorch marks and a great crack near the door. I managed to kick through the crack, but I broke my ankle in the process.”

      Ouch, said Bandlash, wincing.

      She snapped her fan closed and shook it at him. “Not at all, dear. This body is long past any feeling.”

      That made sense. When Nemantia raised Iloress as a draugr she didn’t indicate any pain, and she had a huge gash in her stomach. But then, she earned that gash by eating me, so—yeah.

      The chieftainess continued with animation to keep Bandlash’s attention. “I trudged along the floor of the lake, following the necromancer’s summons until I emerged from my watery grave and saw the light of the sun once again.”

      Wow. Will you be sorry to return to the afterlife?

      “Sorry? Gracious, no. My mother is waiting for me.” Rin looked up. “She’s probably drinking my glass of ambrosia as we speak. Ah well, it’s worth losing out on lunch if I can announce my heiress and get all my hard work passed on.”

      “Who is your heiress?” I asked. “Do you have a daughter?”

      “Sadly, no,” she said, “but I have the next best thing.” With a wink, she banged her jeweled staff on the ground and shouted, “Time’s up! You’d better be ready for some royal company.”

      The castle couldn’t have been the same place. It gleamed from corner to corner, with no sign of the former destruction and vandalism. Those pixies knew how to follow orders. And just in the nick of time. A timid knock sounded at the door.

      “Don’t just hover there like sluggards,” Rin said, rising from her chair. “Open the door and admit my guests.”

      The doors swung open, and there stood Nemantia in all her royal beauty. Next to her, a silver circlet resting in her pink hair, stood the house banshee, Linnea.

      “Welcome, my dear guests,” Rin crooned amid the collective, high-pitched exclamations of disbelief.

      Essie streaked to the door. “Presenting the royal heir to the throne of First Earth, Prrrincess Nemantia!” she called officially, rolling the “r” on her tongue. She pointed at Linnea. “And a stupid house banshee putting on airs.”

      A crazy, powerful magic emanated from Lady Rin’s staff. She pointed the staff at Essie, but Linnea’s delicate hand snatched the ponytailed pixie out of the air before the staff’s power reduced her to vapor.

      “If you’ll allow me, Lady Rin.” Linnea abandoned her breezy whisper and spoke with authority. “I’d like to introduce myself to my subjects.”

      With a fond smile, the chieftainess nodded and lowered her staff.

      Holding Essie by her wings, Linnea pulled her face into an unpracticed expression of anger. “I am not a house banshee putting on airs,” she scolded. “I am the heiress to the throne of the Eleventh Pixie Kingdom and your future mistress. And now, I expect you to announce me by my proper title, or, um—face the consequences of my displeasure.”

      Linnea sucked at threats but managed a convincing authoritative tone. The pixies held their breath. Essie hung by her wings, jaw slack, but Linnea’s giant, childlike, pink eyes stared into the girl pixie’s face with unwavering expectation. Several uncomfortable seconds passed, then Linnea lifted a hand and put her fingers together as if to snap them.

      “No,” shouted Essie. “As you command, my future chieftainess!” She rattled off her announcement at top speed. “Presenting-Linnea-heiress-to-the-throne-of-the-Eleventh-Pixie-Kingdom”—she paused to take a big breath—“and our future chieftainess!”

      Whispers of confusion passed from pixie to pixie but without the hostility of before. Out of the mix of pixies, Bean flew to Lady Rin and bowed deeply as he hovered.

      “My lady,” he said with respect. “Is it true? You’ve chosen an heir? Is Linnea to be our new ruler?”

      Rin’s sunken eyes shone with pride and motherly love. “Who better to rule the palace than one who is bound heart and soul to it?” she said. “Linnea is wise and kind, and she contains a quiet power I never had. She will rule with honor and give me a legacy I can be proud of.” With uneven steps, Rin crossed to the little banshee. “My dear, Linnea,” she said, and her voice cracked with emotion. “Will you accept responsibility for this palace and all who dwell within?”

      “I will,” said Linnea.

      “Will you represent your clan and your planet with the best you have to give?”

      “I will.”

      “And above all, will you protect these pixies and their home with all the power you possess, even unto the sacrifice of your own life if necessary?”

      Without hesitation, Linnea stood straighter. “I always have, and I always will.”

      “Then, my dear child,” Rin said, a genuine smile breaking through her wet, hazel eyes, “I bequeath my authority as chieftainess of the Eleventh Pixie Clan to you. I admonish you to act with strength, decide with wisdom, and guide with kindness all the days of your rule. In addition, you must represent this clan in worldly affairs as Co-Chieftainess, hand in hand with the chiefs of our fellow pixie clans.”

      “I will.”

      Lady Rin handed her staff to Linnea. It glowed and sent out a wave of heat that permeated the castle. The pixies erupted in applause and cheering. From the kitchen, the other house banshees timidly gathered around the edge of the doorway and joined in the applause. The pixies danced, flipped, and shot through the air in a celebratory display of shimmering magic.

      Lady Rin gave Linnea a sad smile. “I’m so sorry to leave you in charge during these dangerous times, but I truly have no choice.”

      Lady Linnea threw her arms around the draugr’s slightly decaying flesh. “You’ve been preparing me for so long. I know we’ll be fine.”

      “You will,” Nemantia assured her. “And you have powerful allies.”

      Jenz saluted her, I waved, and Bandlash burped a sickly burst of green flame.

      “Will you stay for one last dinner with us?” Lady Linnea asked Rin.

      “Oh, no, my dear,” she said. “Feeding this body is beyond pointless, and besides, my mother is waiting.” She nodded regally to Nemantia. “Thank you for bringing me back, Princess. I shall enjoy my time in the spirit world with complete satisfaction knowing my little clan is cared for.”

      “And I thank you for the groundwork you laid in uniting the clans of Fourth Earth,” returned Nemantia. “It is more important that you know.”

      “I’d like to be interred in the palace graveyard next to my mother, if you would be so kind. I do wish to say goodbye to the other pixie chiefs—perhaps a small and simple wake is in order. Then, just let me lie down in my casket and release my spirit.”

      Nemantia took Rin’s decaying hand in her own. “If that is what you wish.”

      “It is.” Rin turned to the new chieftainess. “Lady Linnea, you know where I keep my papers. Give them to the princess and send copies to Chief Rowan of the aridin tribe.”

      “Of course, Lady Rin.” Linnea held out her hands and called, “Now, my pixies, let us honor our former chieftainess with a celebratory farewell grand enough to rattle the chandeliers!”

      The foyer erupted in a high-pitched cheer. Rin waved, her wet gown splattering water on the graceful statue guarding the doorway.

      “You will join us,” Linnea asked Nemantia, “won’t you?”

      “Of course,” said the princess.

      The pixies and house banshees gathered to loudly plan for the wake. I sidled up to Rin. I had a few questions, and in the din of celebration and excitement, I had all the privacy I needed.

      “Rin,” I said, close to her drowned ear, “before you return to the spirit world, can you tell me more about the siren queen, Suelta?”
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      A short, but busy hour later, Lady Rin stood with Lady Linnea and introduced her to the chiefs and guests who attended her wake. Rin had been popular and was more than happy to explain her absence for the last year.

      The Eleventh Kingdom pixies flew around, calmly serving the royal guests with perfect manners, determined to represent their old and new chieftainesses with honor. Above the restored garden, nature fairies flew with fragrant branches of cherry blossoms. Several congregated over Lady Rin and shook their branches, showering her with light-pink petals. Poor Lady Rin, fully defrosted now, smelled of decay.

      “Who’s the siren boy with the pink mist by the fountain?” I heard a pixie ask.

      I turned, and sure enough, Rein sat gloomily on its edge while Kinza’s pink smoke drifted in the beautiful blossoms with silver-winged tree fairies.

      “Rein, Kinza,” I called. “What are you doing here?” I hurried to them.

      Rein looked up, as surprised to see me as I was to see them. “Agnes? Serene asked us to check on Nemantia. Why are you here?”

      “Nemmy needed help with the pixies. Their unruly behavior was drastically underreported. How did your talks with the kelpies go? That was today, right?”

      He slumped and nodded with a hanging head. “Not well. I explained everything clearly. I told them about the prophecy and Sharir, but they just stared at me, their minds already made up. I gave it my best, but they didn’t budge.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      Kinza floated down and rested on my lap. She had faded from smoke to a pink steam. I doubted she had much time left.

      Rein epitomized strength and confidence, she said. No one could have dissuaded those stubborn kelpies from their prejudices.

      “Was it because of Suelta?” I asked.

      Rein squinted his eyes. “I’m not sure. They just kept asking if I could guarantee an increase in their territory. I couldn’t, of course, so they shut me down and kicked me out. To them, the future doesn’t matter if their immediate needs aren’t met.”

      That sounded bad. No wonder Rein was so gloomy. I processed the information. It negated all my success with the tomte and the pixies. I had to unite all the tribes—not just those who were willing.

      “What about their army?” I asked him. “Did you find out if the rumors are true? Are they joining Suelta?”

      Rein reached down and flicked the water in the fountain. “I can’t say for certain. I didn’t get anywhere near their actual territory. They met me on the blasted remains of the Lorelai Atoll.”

      I sucked in a breath. “That’s cold.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “It felt like they wanted me to see the damage. Like they were laying claim to the atoll and rubbing it in my face. They had no intention of revealing war secrets to an ocean traitor like me.” He slapped the water in frustration. “It’s just like with the harpies,” he said in disgust. “Mother has converted lifelong enemies into allies. I don’t understand how she does it.”

      She lies to them. Kinza’s smoke flowed up to Rein’s face. She makes promises she can’t keep. I’m glad you don’t behave like her.

      Rein smiled. “I try to be more like my dad. Respect wins out in the long run. Someday the kelpies will see it.”

      Kinza emitted a small grunt of effort, and she pulled her smoke into the shape of a girl. As she sat next to Rein on the edge of the fountain, her transparent smoke splayed out of control. Worried she used too much energy, I opened my mouth to protest, but she interrupted me.

      I see the princess was successful in recruiting the aggressive pixies.

      Did Rein know Kinza was allowing herself to fade away and die? If he did, did he know why? I didn’t tell him. And judging by the way Kinza interrupted me, she hadn’t told him either.

      Seriously, how do you tell someone a horrible thing like that? Hey! How’s it going? Oh, by the way, I don’t want to marry a despotic, creepy, old guy, so I’m just going to die. Okay?

      My heart ached for Kinza, and even though I wanted to shout in alarm and find her a genie alchemist, I respected her wishes and continued the conversation.

      “Nemantia did beautifully,” I said.

      Rein put a hand behind Kinza’s splaying back to help her stay upright. It was a kind gesture, and I anticipated a flirtatious follow-up. That’s how he treated me. But he waited like a proper gentleman next to Kinza while she pulled herself together. Eventually, her smoke collected, her hair cascading over his hand into the fountain water. Her cool pink mist did nothing to prevent cherry petals falling right through her.

      There is more. She turned to Rein. Tell her about the ocean.

      I sat down on the other side of Rein. Bits of green swirled through his dark-gray eyes.

      “Something big is going on. Something aside from the kelpies. All the sea creatures are tense. Intelligent species report odd vibrations happening with increasing frequency.”

      That didn’t sound good. “A spell?”

      Rein looked puzzled. “Not sure what’s causing it. I saw a pod of narwhals swimming to deeper waters. I instructed all the sea species who would listen to me to follow them. I don’t know why exactly—instinct, I suppose. Mother always told me narwhals have high-level magical senses. If they are swimming for safer waters, something dangerous is brewing.”

      I pondered the news. “Has this kind of thing ever happened before?”

      “Nope. I’m heading to aridin territory next. Rowan needs to hear about the kelpies and the vibrations. I’ll give him your good news as well.” He watched as Lady Rin delicately laid herself down in her casket and said, “Things are starting to move. I have the feeling the pace of our mission is on the verge of breaking open. For better or for worse.”

      That sounded ominous.

      “I’d better go say goodbye to Rin.” I stood. “After that, I’m meeting Temnon and his parents at the Fields of Honor on the edge of the Praedis Ocean.”

      “Then we’ll be all together eventually,” Rein said. “They are supposed to report to Rowan as well. With the pixies helping, we’ll catch up sooner than expected. I’m glad to have an alternate form of travel. All the transporting is eating up my magic reserves. I’m getting weaker every day.”

      “Hang in there, Rein,” I said. “We have to have faith that things will work out.”

      Rein stood and offered his hand to Kinza with a kind, polite smile. It felt weird to me. No pushy flirting? Not even a little off-color joke? It kind of confused me. Rein acted more like his dad than himself. Hawkins was a perfect gentleman even with his psychopath wife. Then again, I was glad Rein didn’t like Kinza in a romantic way. Kinza was nervous enough being out in the world. The last thing she needed was pressure from a lonely, desperate siren boy.

      “See you in a few days,” Rein said to me. “Congratulate Nemantia and say ‘hi’ to Temnon.”

      “Sure thing.”

      They vanished in a splash of blue light, and I went over to say goodbye to Rin. I nearly missed it.

      “Goodbye, my pixies,” Rin called. “Know that I will always watch over you from the afterlife. And though you are no longer obligated to obey me, I beg you to serve Lady Linnea with the same devotion you showed me.”

      With a rowdy cheer from her friends and subjects, the drowned chief closed her eyes. Lady Rin’s spirit, covered with Nemantia’s blue magic, departed from her mortal body. She blew kisses as she floated above our heads, then Nemantia’s magic released her spirit, and the blue magic faded. It was so beautiful. I wished the others could see magic like I could.

      Linnea, unaware that Rin had already departed, called, “Goodbye, Lady Rin! We shall miss you every day!”

      It was a cool experience, free from the sadness and fear of the Second Earth funerals I was used to.

      Nemantia, Jenz, and I mingled with the chiefs while Linnea, the perfect hostess, introduced us to all of them. Despite Rein’s bad news about the kelpies, I found my mood lifted as chief after chief volunteered services, supplies, and support. By the time dinner rolled around, I had so many allies I had to ask Linnea to write out a contact list for Serene and Claude.

      Linnea was the last to pledge her clan to our alliance.

      “We pixies of the Eleventh Kingdom are ready to contribute to the unification of Fourth Earth and the battle against Suelta. Never let it be said that we shirk our duties.”

      “Thank you, Lady Linnea,” I said. “I can’t wait to share all this good news with Ambassador Serene. I think I’d like to leave as soon as possible.”

      “I thought you might. Come with me.” Linnea led us all to the front of the castle. At the bottom of the steps waited a big, rounded carriage with no horses. The wheels were six arms of wood curving from the central spoke like a pinwheel. Essie and Bean hovered near the open door.

      “We know how difficult transporting is for you,” Linnea said, “so I’ve taken the liberty of arranging a carriage. Essie has volunteered to be your driver. She wishes to atone for her thoughtless insults. Bean will serve you in any capacity you see fit.”

      Not certain I wanted to be plagued by the pixies, I winced. Essie turned red in the face but stayed at attention at the carriage door, and Bean’s tiny mouth scrunched into a grimace.

      Linnea smiled with confidence. “I’m certain Essie and Bean will teach you the value of pixie friendship despite their rocky first impression.”

      “Then I’m grateful for their help.” I sighed.

      Nemantia gave my hand a squeeze. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “Nonsense,” I said. “You figured out the important stuff. All I did was trap a few aggressive pixies.”

      “Oh, Agnes. You still don’t see it, do you?” Nemantia shook her head fondly. “Your bravery and creative solutions are why we will win this war. You bring out the best in people. Even when you aren’t trying.”

      I huffed with a scoff, earning a stern look from Linnea.

      “Listen to the princess, Arch Mage,” she said. “Your dedication to your cause and your kindness to your friends gave me the courage to leave the kitchen and employ Nemantia’s help. You do bring out the best in others.”

      I expected my lie detector to buzz, but it didn’t. Huh. Weird.

      “You are already the best,” I said, still not completely believing them. “Good luck with your kingdom, Linnea.” I gave her a little curtsey and then hugged Nemantia. “Where are you off to, Nemmy?”

      “Several chiefs suggested I visit satyr territories. I hear necromancy is a common skill among their species.”

      “Have you checked in with Tem’s parents?”

      “I’m hoping you will. You will see them soon, and I’m traveling in the opposite direction.”

      She’ll be safe with me, Bandlash said, his happy, smiling face pushing between the princess and me.

      I wrapped my arms around his muzzle. “I know she will.”

      The house banshee with blue hair shimmered into sight next to me, staggering under a huge basket filled to the brim with delicious-smelling food.

      “In thanks,” her soft voice breezed.

      Jenz lunged to lift the heavy basket, but Bean streaked over from the carriage, enchantment magic glittering, and placed a hand on the load.

      “I got it,” he yelled. “Allow me, Sir Paladin.”

      Bean’s magic coated the basket just as the weight became too much for the lithe banshee. As the basket hit the ground, a few woven straps loosened, and the enchanted basket trotted itself over to the carriage and hopped in.

      “Cool,” I said. “Thanks, Bean.” Maybe a pixie or two wasn’t a bad idea after all. I hopped in the carriage and waved at Nemantia, Jenz, and Bandlash. “See you all later in aridin territory. Deal?”

      “Until then, Aggie dearest,” replied Nemantia.

      The inside of the carriage looked rather like a puzzle, wooden slats and rectangular cushions stacked together. The cushions were comfy enough and softer than Lumi’s back. I got an urge to lay down and fall asleep.

      “So, Essie,” I said to the pixie as she entered the carriage and closed the door. “If you stop touching the carriage, will it stop moving?”

      “How do you have that information?” Essie demanded. “Are you holding some innocent pixie hostage and torturing them for our magical secrets?”

      “Wow,” I snarked, “someone has hostility issues. I’m a truth wizard. I can see magic. How do you think I could see you when you were invisible?”

      Essie’s accusing expression melted into shock and Bean snickered.

      “Yeah, Essie, you moron,” he said to her. “She’s a truth wizard. Don’t you know anything?”

      I glared at him. “Rin said pixies were ‘lovely, intelligent, and helpful.’ She forgot to mention that you both spew chronic insults.”

      He hung his head in shame. “Sorry. Months of bad habits are hard to break.”

      “Kind of hard,” Essie agreed, “but we’ll try harder.” She snapped to attention again. “Where to, Arch Mage?”

      “The Fields of Honor,” I said. “Do you know how to get there?”

      “Pixies know how to get everywhere.” She flew to a pixie-sized box opposite me that I hadn’t noticed before. “We have internal gyroscopes connected to the planet’s gravitational pull that tell us exactly where we are in relation to the poles at any given moment. It helps us stay upright when we fly.”

      “Now who’s giving away pixie magical secrets?” Bean joined her in the box and opened a narrow slit so they could see where we were going.

      “We’re supposed to be helpful,” Essie shot back. “That information is important. Or should I stumble all over the planet like an ale-impaired ogre just to keep secrets?”

      “Pismire.”

      “Cockalorum.”

      I groaned and flopped into the cushions. They were just like the junior high kids back in Melrose—only with a more creative arsenal of insults.

      “An internal planetary map is super helpful. Thanks, Essie.”

      Her face reddened again, but this time, a huge smile went with it. “To the Fields of Honor,” she crowed.

      Together, my pixie escorts flooded the carriage wheels with magic. I stuck my head through the open window in the door. The enchanted wheels turned faster until we rumbled down the road at freeway speeds. Next to the carriage, a yellow-green streak slowed to our pace, and Bandlash flashed his happy, pit-bull-like grin. Tightly laced into the magical harnesses on Bandlash’s back, Jenz and Nemantia waved.

      “Good luck,” I shouted.

      Bandlash circled the carriage a few times before they headed to satyr territory.

      Awesome.

      Suddenly, a huge, reflective surface surrounded us, and I felt incredible pressure in my ears. The turning wheels and the swaying trees moved as if through sludge, as time slowed to a brief standstill.

      Sharir! I panicked.

      Then everything sped up again and a different castle and lush garden dimly glowed in the light of twinkling stars.

      “Whoa,” I said.

      “Eighth Kingdom,” Essie said, casually pointing to the new castle behind us. “It’s the closest to the Fields of Honor.”

      I vaguely remembered Shume explaining how the pixie kingdoms were spread all over the planet and magically connected. I pulled out my record gem to confirm my suspicions. Bean flew over to look at the illusion hologram of Fourth Earth. The little planet whirled around and put me back on the same half of the planet as the ocean. We traveled across the planet without transporting. Brilliant.

      “Pixies don’t seem to be suffering from the magic shortage,” I remarked.

      “Eeeeh,” protested Bean, “I wouldn’t say that. We’re affected too. Just indirectly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you could see magic,” he said, shrugging at me. “You can’t see that we pixies only need a thimbleful of magic to be at full power?”

      Huh. Interesting. I hadn’t noticed before. Pixies did only use small amounts of magic. When enchanting larger objects, they worked together. As for this carriage, once it got going, it didn’t take much power to keep it going. Maybe the pixies were like Pyranathos, in that they didn’t need an ocean of magic to be effective with it. Logically, that meant larger species suffered the most. Then again, Pyranathos was huge, and his kiddie-pool of sludge magic was more than enough to cause big trouble.

      “How long will it take to get to the Fields of Honor?” I asked.

      “If we try to go as fast as the spring-colored dragon, we’ll shake the carriage to pieces,” Essie said. “At this pace, we can get there by the time the sun rises.”

      I checked my watch. Kymm was a genius. I don’t know how she did it, but the watch automatically changed to the current time. Sunrise was in about twenty minutes.

      “Sweet,” I said. “I’m going to nap. I’m not used to pixie travel.”

      “Good idea,” Bean agreed. “Because we are about to enter the most dangerous territory on the planet.”
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      I woke up as the carriage wheel hit a bump. Outside the window, the first blush of the deep-red sunrise glowed behind the horizon. I grabbed some breakfast from the basket the blue house banshee gave me and stood upright at the window. Mom would have a conniption if she knew I stood up in a moving vehicle, but the carriage didn’t have seat belts. Besides, staying still too long caused my legs to flare up. I chewed and moved my legs while I took in the passing view. Except for the steady rattle of the carriage wheels, it seemed strangely quiet.

      Fourth Earth residents were all about nature. Their larger cities were either a part of nature or blended in with the countryside. Even the road we traveled flowed along the natural landscape. Here in centaur territory, nature was wary. Devoid of animal life, the trees stood still, almost waiting. The breeze that seemed to follow me had vanished, along with the birds that played in it. Bean sat in the driver’s box, tense and watchful.

      “Essie,” he said. “Wake up.”

      Yawning, Essie crawled out from behind a pillow. “How does it look?”

      “They haven’t started yet,” Bean replied.

      Essie flew to the box and peered out the little window. “It’s close. I can hear the centaurs.”

      She could? Straining my ears, I picked up the ring of metal on a sharpening stone. It made my soldier’s instinct kick in. I lifted my crossbow bracelet to the open window and moved the drapes to hide myself from view. Essie heard the song of battle. Or in this case, a ten-thousand-year war.

      “Think we’ll make it before they start?” Essie asked.

      “I’m not risking it.” Bean slowed the carriage and turned it into a grove of trees. “We’d better wait until they’re done for the day.”

      I checked my record gem. The map showed we stopped at the eastern edge of the Fields of Honor. To the north was the elves’ territory, a forest sandwiched between the Fields of Honor and the mossy green ocean surrounding the Lorelai Atoll where we battled the harpy horde. To the south, a tall, sloping hill sheltered centaur territory. Directly across the field to the west was an area marked “neutral ground.” That was where Temnon, Claude, and Serene, and probably a regiment of paladins, were stationed.

      “Why stop?” I asked, unwilling to waste a whole day sitting in the carriage. “The neutral territory is just on the other side of the field.”

      Essie flew over and pointed to my map. “See this speck of land here between us and the neutral ground? It’s where the ten-thousand-year battle takes place. Crossing here during the day is moronic. I’d rather drive through the Shade Swamp than cross this field any time other than the dead of night.”

      I tapped my foot on the floor of the carriage. Essie sounded serious, but the Odonatas needed to know about the pixies, so our plan against Suelta could go forward. Suelta certainly prepared to attack again, most likely using a massive amount of magic.

      Why the freak was she so loaded with magic? Did she siphon the false reality power from the other sirens?

      Ugh, I thought to myself. I just don’t get it.

      Whatever her source of magic, I didn’t want to fall a step behind again. We might not survive a second time.

      Oh, and Serene and Claude needed to know about Fourth Earth’s total lack of magical rings. It had a negative effect on the whole planet. I should have grabbed my backpack instead of leaving it with Temnon. My traveler’s fire could have contacted them, no problem.

      I slumped on the bench and looked at my watch again. I wondered if Kymm had figured out the puzzle with the ugly fulgurite and the Seer’s cryptic message. I’d left Kymm only a few days ago. Was that enough time to decipher the garbled scroll? I just didn’t know.

      As the seconds ticked by on my watch, I stood up. For now, all my attention had to be about staying ahead of Suelta. Second Earth mysteries could wait.

      “I’m going.” I ran my fingers through my hair and opened the door of the carriage.

      “Are you a raving crackpot?” Bean shouted, then he sputtered a more polite version of his insult. “I mean, are you certain that’s wise?”

      “Wise or not, I’m an arch mage, not a helpless child.”

      Bean’s wings fluttered. “But those are centaurs and elves out there. Both clans are not just strong but cunning. And their bloodlust for each other has been forged over ten thousand years.”

      The unintentional lie surprised me. I stared thoughtfully at Bean until he squirmed.

      “How long have they been fighting?” I asked.

      “Ten thousand years, more or less.”

      Truth. “And they’re not just strong, but...”

      “Cunning,” he filled in.

      Truth. “What else did you say about them?”

      Not understanding the reason for the sudden interrogation, Bean faltered. “I don’t remember. Something about them targeting each other forever.”

      I remembered. He said bloodlust. Was that a lie? I tucked that tidbit of information away in my brain and opened the door of the carriage.

      “Please don’t go,” Essie pleaded. “I don’t want to fail my first mission for Lady Linnea.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “I survived months of battles, and the centaurs and elves aren’t even my enemies.”

      “But do they know that?” Bean asked.

      “And if they do,” Essie added, “do they care?”

      Ignoring their protests, I hopped out of the carriage. “Come to the neutral ground once you think it’s safe.”

      I left the pixies shivering in fear and entered the Fields of Honor. If I ran, I could get across the field before the sun rose. I set a quick, jogging pace across the trampled, matted grass. I was stunned it grew at all, but it seemed to adapt to the constant battling by weaving itself into a tough carpet of fibers. Before long, I noticed an energy in my legs that didn’t come from me. I stopped to examine the grass. Sure enough, green nature magic weaved through the long, matted blades.

      This might have something to do with the lack of casualties, I thought to myself. The injured absorb this healing magic the second they fall to the ground.

      I hurried across the springy surface, my legs warming to the exercise. A third of the way in, the grass turned red with the rising sun. Uh oh. I might have misjudged the size of the field. It seemed so tiny on the map. I increased my speed, but soon my heart pumped too fast, and I sucked in huge breaths of the thick atmosphere.

      A few seconds later, I heard a chorus of bird-like screeches to my right. My first thought was harpies, but in the rising red of the sun, a stampede of tall, running birds streaked from the elves’ forest.

      What in the heck were those things? I didn’t recognize them at all. Their long legs leaped over the land, and their beaks were enhanced by metal armor shaped like jousting poles. Graceful elves with long hair sat perched on their backs, swords drawn. Crazy.

      A thunderous rumble shook the ground. I whipped around and covered my ears at the braying battle cries of the centaurs as they charged down the hill. I had no chance of making it all the way across the field. I had just become an unwilling participant in the ten-thousand-year war.

      A pair of strong, shirtless arms scooped me from the ground. What the freaking snap? I stiffened and pointed my crossbow at a forehead under a pair of short, curving horns. His smile wrinkles vanished, and his blue eyes crossed to focus on the sharp tip of my light shaft pointed at his brain.

      “Easy, my lady nymph,” he soothed, a wary frown pulling against his straight, white teeth. “I’m just trying to avoid your premature death.”

      He spoke the truth about helping me, so most of my panic slipped away. I was still plenty offended though, and my irritation hardened my retort. “I’m an arch mage, not a nymph.”

      His blond eyebrows reached up for his bald head. “Arch Mage, is it? Aren’t you all that and more? Still going to save you.”

      With surprising speed, he took off running down the field toward the onslaught of centaurs.

      My voice blurted loudly with each of his leaping steps. “I don’t need saving. You’re going the wrong way. I need to get to neutral ground.”

      “You won’t make it before you get trampled.”

      The braying battle cries rose. The gallant Sir Stubborn Baldy carried me straight at hundreds of stampeding, bellowing centaurs. A chestnut stallion’s forelegs pounded toward us, and I realized Sir Knight must be the size of the average twelve-year-old. Oh, great. I reached into my magic to call out a light shield. Before I pulled it out, my self-proclaimed savior bounded away from the pounding hooves.

      “It’s a good day to battle,” called the centaur as he passed.

      “Watch your flanks,” returned Sir Baldy without breaking stride.

      He leapt away from the dappled-gray mare behind the chestnut and spun backward to avoid a golden palomino. In fact, he dodged the centaur army like a first-string running back carrying the football through a line of blundering slugs. I was so amazed at the short guy’s agility, I forgot all about my light shield and just watched the avalanche of centaur chests tumble past.

      “See?” he said to me, his breath even despite the mad rush between the centaurs. “Safe as a baby bird in her nest.”

      He smiled at me with a dazzling grin, but a gargling shout of pain startled him. A big, brown centaur crashed to the ground right in front of us. Hemmed in by the herd, the two centaurs behind him were forced to jump. Sir Baldy tossed me onto the fallen centaur and twisted out of the way of the descending hooves. I ducked my head into the poor warrior and got an unpleasant close-up view. A thick, wooden arrow fletched by bronze feathers impaled his neck.

      “Shields up!” yelled a leaping centaur.

      Heavy thumps drummed on the wooden shields as arrows rained down on us. I put up an invisible shield as well, covering me and the wounded centaur. When the thump of arrows ceased, I cautiously lifted my head. The oncoming centaurs now swerved around us, and Sir Baldy slid on the grass on furry goat legs to the side of the fallen centaur. Sir Baldy was a satyr. That explained why he was so short.

      I didn’t need to ask him if the wound was bad. My arms and hands were covered in centaur blood.

      “Breathe easy, lieutenant.”

      The centaur struggled to speak. “Th—thirty-one,” he slurred. “Thirty-one.”

      “Thirty-one what?” I asked.

      “They tally how many times they’ve died,” the satyr said. “They have a running bet with prizes for who dies the most, the least, the most grotesquely, and so forth.”

      Covering the centaur’s panicking eyes, Sir Baldy took a firm grip on the arrow and, with confidence, pulled it out smoothly. The arrowhead wasn’t barbed and came out without tearing. Flecks of brown, sparkling magic played about the wound, trying to knit the pierced flesh together, but blood pulsed out of the hole with each pump of the lieutenant’s heart.

      I knew the truth: even with his healing powers, this centaur was going to die. His eyes widened, and his breath stopped.

      Sir Baldy stood on his short goat legs and accessed his magic. A few pale-blue particles of magic drifted up from him, seeking the soul of the fallen centaur.

      In a surreal blend of chaotic war and peaceful healing, I watched the satyr’s magic rise.

      “You’re the necromancer,” I said. “The one who helps the centaurs who die in battle.”

      “Aye,” he replied, concentrating on his spell. “I’m also Pauliweb, the godfather of the Seventh Satyr Clan, but no one seems to be impressed by that.”

      His blue magic lifted higher, seeking the dead centaur’s soul. With each passing second, Pauliweb’s face grew more worried.

      “My magic,” he said, “it’s not working right. It won’t catch onto the soul. What’s happening?”

      I knew. I’d seen Nemantia’s magic flood the skies as she chanted peace to the lost soul. This satyr had only a handful of magic particles left.

      “You’ve been using your magic frequently,” I said, half asking him, and half testing the truth.

      “Yes. Centaurs die in battle. It is the nature of war.”

      “Then your reserves are empty.”

      “My what?”

      “Fourth Earth is out of magic.” I yanked my knife from its sheath at my hip. “There is nothing left to replace what you use. You can’t save any more lives as a necromancer.”

      I plunged the knife into the matted grass and cut out a thick square. I laid it over the centaur’s neck, hoping the remaining particles of green nature magic would quicken the healing process.

      “Hold this against the wound to stop the blood,” I told Pauliwess.

      I pushed the centaur’s human torso flat on his back. The guy was flexible enough to lay mostly flat. Lucky. I placed the heel of one hand at the bottom of the centaur’s rib cage and covered it with my other hand. Putting my whole weight into my hands, I pushed to a quick rhythm.

      “Ah, ah, ah, ah, stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive,” I sang quietly to myself. The beat of the song was the most efficient rhythm for CPR. Or at least, that’s what I remembered from my online class.

      Pauliweb stared at me like I was crazy. “What are you doing?”

      “My planet doesn’t have necromancers,” I said. “We use science to save lives. I’m trying to get his heart pumping again. Hold that grass against his neck tighter. It has nature magic. It will help heal him. I just hope there’s enough magic stored in there to work.”

      Pauliweb tried his magic one more time before he accepted the truth and pressed the mat of grass against the centaur’s neck. Even with my newly built strength, I tired after about two minutes of energetic CPR.

      “Watch my technique,” I told the satyr. “I’m wearing out. We’ll have to switch. Press right here at this pace. Got it?”

      He nodded doubtfully but readied his hands and stood behind me.

      “Okay. Switch.”

      I slid out of his way, and he took over. Up by the centaur’s head, I pressed the nature magic mat into the wound and even placed a green blade of grass into his mouth. The green magic trickled into his tongue. After another minute, I saw the grass vibrate.

      “Stop for a second.” I put my head close to his face and felt air blowing out gently. Worried he’d suck the grass down his throat, I grabbed it. He inhaled and exhaled again. I placed my blood-soaked fingers on the undamaged side of his neck and felt a weak pulse.

      “He’s alive,” I said.

      Pauliweb leaned over to confirm. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “His heart beats after it had stopped. What magic did you use?”

      “Second Earth magic,” I said. “Pauliweb, we have to stop today’s battle or there will be real deaths. You don’t have enough magic to catch their souls before they die. Any more injuries like this one, and they are dead on a permanent basis.”

      “Stop the battle?” He shook his head, incredulous at the very suggestion. “The centaurs and elves have been fighting every day for ten thousand years.”

      “I don’t give a freaking fig,” I said, standing. “This ends today, or more will end up like him.”

      “Wait,” he said. “The lieutenant needs Second Earth magic to survive.”

      “Keep putting patches of grass on his neck every few minutes and keep pressure on the wound until his healing magic stops the bleeding. That’s his only chance.”

      Pauliweb scurried over to the centaur’s head and pressed on the mat of grass. “I can do that, but no one will stop fighting without orders. You must find Galdor and Mythrion. They usually engage each other in daily battles.”

      I surrounded myself with a light shield, made it partially visible so the warriors could avoid running into it, and cautiously walked to the center of the field. How would I ever find Galdor in this giant mess of shouting, battling enemies? And I didn’t even know what Mythrion looked like.

      A pack of five female elves astride those strange birds stopped a few yards away. They leapt to the ground, each holding a massive crossbow with five wooden limbs stacked on top of each other. They loaded their weapons, rolled onto their backs, and braced the crossbows with their feet in special stirrups.

      “Release,” shouted one.

      Twenty-five arrows shot into the air. Twenty-five potentially dead centaurs.

      Estimating where the arrows might impale the oncoming centaurs, I sent a telepathic message covering everyone at risk.

      Shields up!

      Dozens of shields clunked against each other, and the hailing arrows were caught before impaling any critical organs. The female elves groaned in disappointment. They loaded their weapons again. I engaged my own silver crossbow and sent invisible shafts of light into those medieval weapons of mass destruction. With my perfect aim, I disabled their triggering mechanisms. Confused, they inspected the damage but couldn’t tell how it happened.

      With a sudden jarring, a joust-bird ran squarely into my shield. I wasn’t sure if its rider ran into me on purpose or not, but the pointed beak glanced off my light and forced the bird to stagger around. Spotted, gray-and-white feathers pressed flat against the light, and I got a good close-up view.

      What the snap? Those beaks weren’t covered in metal. They were metal. Bronze, if I were to guess. The tail feathers were metal too.

      “Strix,” commanded the elf. “Aim for the human.”

      The bird mount flicked its tail feathers. Several knife-shaped feathers collided with my shield and fell to the ground. Rude. He tried to kill me. I glared at him, almost lifted my crossbow, but decided murdering him might hamper Serene’s efforts to win their loyalty.

      To my surprise, the elf just gave me an impressed grin and spurred his mount on.

      “Wait,” I called. “You have to stop fighting!”

      “Don’t get caught by the weather,” he called back.

      Confused, I glanced at the sky. The red of the rising sun had faded, leaving a slight purple tint in the blue sky. There wasn’t a cloud in sight. The predictable rain wasn’t due to fall for another few days, and I already noticed the lack of wind. What weather was he talking about?

      A loud yell got my attention. On the left side of my shield, a huge centaur with a long, black braid engaged the elf who attacked me.

      “Mythrion,” the centaur greeted with a menacing smile, “we meet again.”

      Even though they dodged and swiped weapons at each other, I recognized those bulging muscles. It was Chief Galdor, leader of the centaur clan. And he called the elf Mythrion. Perfect. The exact two warriors I needed.

      “Is this light spell your doing?” he bellowed at the elf.

      The elf answered by leaping from his bird to Galdor’s back and grabbing his long braid. “Take another look, Chief.” He yanked the centaur’s head around to look directly at me.

      “Chief Galdor,” I shouted, waving my arms, “Chief Mythrion, stop the battle. The magic is gone and Pauliweb can’t—”

      Galdor’s brown face reddened in anger, and he interrupted me.

      “The human child from the lost planet,” he hissed, then a pleased smile changed his expression. “You dared enter the Fields of Honor,” he said to me. “This may be my chance to be rid of you legally.”

      He reached both hands, caught hold of the elf on his back, and threw him to the ground. Rearing up, Galdor stomped his shovel-sized hooves into the matted grass, trying to crush the elf beneath him.

      “You’d harm a child emissary supported by First Earth?” asked the elf as he nimbly rolled to dodge the crashing hooves.

      It sounded like the elf knew me. Or at least that I had ties to First Earth. Maybe it was my uniform that gave it away.

      “Not outrightly.” Galdor added a stabbing spear to his attempts to end Mythrion’s life but missed the graceful elf. “It is her own foolishness that will end her life. What human girl can survive the Fields of Honor?”

      With lightning-fast reflexes, the elf grabbed Galdor’s hooves as the centaur reared up again. The rising hoof pulled the elf to his feet, and he leaped away while slashing a long sword. A stream of blood splattered on my shield. I gasped, expecting another dead centaur.

      “First blood is mine,” boasted Mythrion.

      Galdor lifted a foreleg. Not worried in the least about the blood streaming down his leg, he pointed his spear at Mythrion’s face. “Check again, elf.”

      Mythrion felt his cheek, and his fingers came away red with blood. “Not bad, Chief,” he said. With his blade spinning, he attacked in earnest.

      “For cripe’s sake,” I shouted. “Stop fighting before you all end up dead!”

      Galdor took most of the hits on his shield, staying his ground while Mythrion leapt like a cheetah around him. The bronze-beaked bird joined his master, flicking those wicked-sharp tail feathers at their foe. With battle-ready reflexes, Galdor twisted to receive the tail feathers in his wooden shield. He jabbed the shield at the bird as it ran past, using the tail feathers as a weapon. The bird squawked in pain, and blood streaked its side.

      “Strix,” called Mythrion, reaching inside his shirt.

      He tossed a small packet in the air, and the bird snagged it with his long beak. Seconds later, the bird’s side glowed, and the wound knitted together. Temnon told me the elves were masters at potions. That must be a healing potion. Galdor’s foreleg had already begun healing with that brown magic too. No wonder he wasn’t worried about it.

      “Listen to me,” I yelled. “Galdor, if you get a serious wound—”

      Another pair of warriors collided into my shield and bounced off. I turned to see a sword spinning through the air, and a surprised elf looking at his empty hand. His centaur opponent laughed until the elf snatched a feather from his mount’s tail and attacked again. They ran off through the throng of warring clans.

      Galdor’s eyes narrowed, then turned his back to me, and he kicked his rear legs into my shield. It was a powerful blow, and my shield rolled across the field a few feet.

      “I wondered how you survived the dragon planet,” he said to me while jabbing his spear to prevent Mythrion from mounting Strix. “I suppose defensive magic has its uses in war.”

      Mythrion stamped the tip of the spear into the ground and ran up it to leap onto Strix’s back.

      Galdor took his annoyance out on me. “You still can’t fight on the offense,” he judged darkly. “And therefore, you are worthless.”

      I expected my spine to shudder, so I wasn’t surprised when it did.

      Galdor, you stuck-up nag, I thought to myself. You’re lucky I have enough self-restraint to not impale your oversized ego with a nice, thick, light shaft. Someday, you’ll see. I’m not worthless.

      My legs started tingling. That, plus my anger at Galdor’s stupid comments, made me stomp back to him. I took a breath to yell at him when my foot caught on the woven grass, and I tripped, falling in a heap of whirling arms. Mortified, I stood up and met the laughing eyes of a young elf. He reminded me of the hundreds of times my peers bullied me, and I turned away in a huff.

      Why am I even bothering with these idiot clans? I griped to myself.

      The pain in my legs increased, and I bent over to rub them. I lifted my head to look around. Something made them sting like this, something big.

      I felt the spell before I saw it. Powerful, deep, and ancient, it grew. The centaurs and elves galloped away from the power to fight in a safer space. I made my light invisible so I could see more clearly through my shield. I still didn’t see anything.

      To the right, my magic said. The green pool.

      I found it, mostly because I felt it pulling on my shield. A pool of green magic blended into the matted grass. Shreds of grass, bird feathers, and a thousand bits of broken and discarded weaponry danced in a circle of wind. Acting like a boat’s sail, my light shield rolled toward its epicenter as the winds increased.

      “Crap,” I called out loud. “A magical tornado. This is very bad!”

      If I dropped my shield, I’d be stabbed by a metal tail feather, but if I didn’t...

      Before I turned to run, the tornado caught me. My wide shield became little more than a beach ball buffeted by the violent wind. I was protected from being stabbed but not from being thrashed around inside the ball of light. On a stray gust, my shield shifted erratically, and I careened headfirst into its solid surface. The gust pushed me to the center of the tornado. I spun upward, flattened against the side of my shield, until the swirling winds launched me into the clear sky. Dizzy and unbalanced, I saw the earth pass beneath me, then a rocky beach, then waves of endless water.

      My head ached, squeezed by the sudden change of altitude and smashing into my own shield. A tunnel formed around my eyes, growing ever closer. I felt free, as though falling, with a light breeze on my face. Struggling to stay awake, I opened my eyes wide; they dried instantly, but I made out two pointed ears in front of me.

      “Lumi?” I slurred.

      How did she know I was flying? The breeze left my face, but still I flew, and the ears darted away. I scarcely recognized a mighty splash. Then the light faded.

      Water mixed with air bubbles swirled in odd shapes. Through the vanishing end of my tunnel vision, I saw a woman on a horse, then everything went black.
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      The chill woke me before I was ready to wake. I didn’t open my eyes. I wanted to go back to sleep and give my raging headache more time to ease up. A nagging, echoing sound of lapping water vexed me into consciousness.

      “Keep her wet, Cetus. Pour it gently, my son.”

      The voice sounded like a stream, low, trickling, and comforting. A new chill started at my feet and ran up my stabbing legs. Shivering, I opened my eyes. I lay in a small, dark place, lit only by a greenish glow. Black rock enclosed us. A cave? An underwater cave judging by the constant lapping of water and smell of salt.

      A child with white hair down to his shoulders poured icy sea water on me.

      “S-t-t-op.” My teeth chattered too much to speak properly.

      “She woke.” The child grinned with big, white teeth. “I did it.”

      “Well done, Cetus.”

      I heard movement. It was hard to focus my eyes, but I saw enough. A beautiful woman knelt next to me. Like Rein’s siren sisters, she had white skin but with just the palest hint of blue instead of green. Big, dark eyes looked at me with concern. Her most remarkable feature was her flowing, white hair. Gorgeous.

      “How do you feel, young one?” she asked.

      I lifted a hand to my head and water dripped down into my ears. Sopping wet. No wonder I shivered. I couldn’t answer and groaned instead. My joints, all of them, raged with searing pain. My lower back hurt, and a disconcerting numbness ran down the outside of my forearms into my pinkies.

      “She needs water,” said the little boy.

      “N-n-no.”

      I tried to push away the vessel he held, but my depth perception was off, and I missed. He got the idea and stopped sloshing water all over me.

      “What happened to you?” asked the woman. “Who hurt you and cut your hair?”

      She didn’t make sense. Who cut my hair? Why did that matter?

      The echoing lap of water rustled, and the child shouted, “Papa is back.”

      From a pool of water carved in the stone floor, a large man pulled himself into the small cave. He held his deep, strong voice in check, for my benefit, I guessed.

      “No one is missing a daughter,” he said. “At least, not that I have found.”

      “She is awake,” the woman informed him, “but in great pain.”

      He crossed to her in two steps. “I brought tukka leaves.”

      Blurrily, I watched the woman pile wet, smelly seaweed leaves on my forehead. I almost pulled them off, but the raging pain in my head eased. The relief ran down my neck, into my back, and finally extended to my numb fingers.

      “That’s so much better.” I sighed in relief. I handled the cold without the raging pain.

      “Don’t move just yet,” the man said to me.

      He came closer, and the seaweed cleared up my vision. He was massive, with broad shoulders, a bulky chest, and black hair trailing down to his thick belt buckle.

      “You are safe here. We will help you find your family. Do you remember what happened to you?”

      I blinked. “No.” Why didn’t I remember?

      “She is concussed,” said the woman. “Look at her eyes.”

      The man reached out a big hand and turned my face to his. As he examined my eyes, I couldn’t help but notice his. They sort of reminded me of Dominath’s eyes, warm and brown and with a depth of oceans. Dominath didn’t have lashes, but this guy’s lashes were thick and dark. Why did guys have all the luck with lashes? Sheesh.

      “Her pupils are different sizes,” he said to the woman. “Will the tukka leaves help?”

      “They will, but it will take a few more minutes. They do not have the potency they used to.”

      Curious, I lifted a leaf and studied it. Tiny green sparkles of nature magic coated the slimy surface. They were the seaweed version of natsa fruit. I somehow remembered that natsa fruit came from Fourth Earth, and slowly, the last few hours came back to me. I recalled the Fields of Honor, and the tornado, and Lumi’s pointed ears, and splashing into the ocean. After that, I must have been unconscious.

      “How long have I been here?” I asked.

      “Since morning,” said the boy.

      Well, that didn’t help me. We were in a cave. I lifted a hand and moved my mesh armor to look at my watch. I’d been unconscious most of the day. The woman gasped and the man yanked his son away from me.

      “What is on your wrist?” the woman asked. “Shackles? Were you a prisoner?”

      “Koban,” the man said to her, a warning in his deep voice. “That child is not a kelpie.”

      She looked back at him. “What are you saying? Of course, she is. Human youth don’t have white hair.”

      “One does.”

      Things just got way worse. I remembered kelpies. Rein had gone to them because they were rumored to be supporters of Suelta. He failed to recruit them. If the muscular dad kelpie was a warrior for Suelta, I was in deep trouble.

      The woman blanched and scurried away from me to her son and husband. “Orion, what do we do? She’s the frightful enemy of Queen Suelta.”

      I had no idea what lies Suelta fed these people. They must have been awful to make a compassionate woman like Koban fear me. I sat up slowly and swung my legs over the narrow ledge of rock I lay on. The tukka leaves flopped in my lap.

      “Are you going to kill me?” I asked, not daring to look up at the male.

      The small son let out an offended yelp. “My papa is a hero, not a bad man.” The child pulled away from his father and ran to me. “He would never hurt a filly.”

      “Even if the filly is a frightful enemy?” I asked him, noting the lack of a lie in his claim.

      With a frown, the boy said, “We are fighting bad clans who want to steal all the food. Not fillies. My parents fight to give me and all foals a better life. They are heroes.”

      Not certain my smile fully chased away the sadness I felt, I said, “You’re right, Cetus. Your father is a hero. He wants a better life for his family, just like all the other fathers on this planet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I opened my mouth to explain, and an eternal truth echoed against the stone walls. “Everyone has the right to enough land, enough food, and enough magic. To seek enough is a noble goal. The correct method to achieve the goal—that is where conflict thrives, and wars are born.”

      Stunned by my truth, the adults stared at me, mouths agape. Embarrassed by their shock, I smiled at the young boy again.

      “Have you ever seen the stars?”

      He nodded. “I sometimes ride Mama on top of the ocean. I see the stars in the sky.”

      I didn’t know what that meant but ran with it anyway. “On my world, long ago, people drew pictures in the stars. One picture is of a mighty hunter with a starry belt. We call him Orion.”

      The child pointed at his father’s waist. “Papa has a belt! He is a mighty hunter too!”

      Koban, the mother, melted at his delighted laughter as he danced in the cramped little cave.

      “Koban,” the male said. “Take Cetus to find more tukka leaves.”

      “Yes, yes, we will help her,” cheered the boy. “I will be a hero too.”

      With a fearful glance at me, the woman turned to face the pool of water. Orion lifted his son, and the boy clung to his mother’s back.

      “Thank you for pulling me from the water,” I said.

      She tilted her head to the side, not fully meeting my gaze, and nodded. With a glow of blue magic, she shifted into a graceful white mare as she jumped into the hole. Cetus grasped her mane with one hand and briefly waved at me before he vanished beneath the water.

      I remained calm and placidly waited for Orion to make the first move. I knew I could get up a light shield before he snapped my neck, and I could probably take him out with my crossbow. The problem was, I didn’t want to. He was just a nice daddy taking care of his family, who saved me from drowning. Silently, I pleaded for him to stay calm and not attack me.

      For several seconds, he stood erect, eyes fixed on the pool of water.

      “Did you really deceive Suelta and rob her of her throne?” he asked, his words low and measured.

      I answered, using plain words for a complicated situation. “No. Suelta did that to herself. Her sisters didn’t appreciate her murdering her husband in cold blood, then trying to kill her son. When Rein challenged her for the throne, the siren clan kicked her out.”

      “She blames you for her husband’s death,” he protested.

      “I didn’t stab her fingernails into Hawkins’s heart.” Oops. I had to be careful. Orion was just another victim of her lies. I softened my tone. “He protested when she instructed her son to kidnap me.”

      “Why did she do that?”

      I shifted the tukka leaves to the ledge. I didn’t want to slip on them if I had to move suddenly. “She knows of Rein’s prophecy. His eternal union with a mage commanding the power of a world will replenish the magic of Fourth Earth. She was trying to force the prophecy to come true. She changed my memory and arranged a wedding for me and Rein. I saw through her false reality and stripped it away. Her father and son didn’t agree with her brutality, and in her anger, she lost all sense of reason.”

      “You refused to marry Prince Rein?” His tone rose in a wave of passion. “Why?”

      “I love someone else.”

      He turned on me, not aggressively but with a face twisted in anguish. “So? Why are your preferences for a husband more important than the health and future of my wife and son? Of every wife and child of all clans under the ocean? How can you be so selfish? You have the power to end the magic shortage. You can stop this war right now. Why don’t you help us?”

      His words crushed me. Pain I’d never felt before mangled my heart. He didn’t tell any lies. I could stop the magic shortage by accepting Rein’s open offer of marriage.

      “B...but...” I stammered. “Rein’s prophecy isn’t about me.”

      “I met the young prince,” he said, pacing in the small cave like a caged animal. “He was charming and handsome. Would he make such a terrible mate?”

      “No,” I had to admit. “Not for the right—”

      “Then by the stars above, marry him,” he shouted, his powerful voice ringing in my ears. “I beg you. Marry him and end this. I don’t want to die and leave my son alone. My wife is fighting too. The mother of my son. Will Cetus grow up an orphan, forever resenting us for leaving him too soon?”

      I sat there, letting his words sink into my head. For several seconds they crashed into my brain, knocking my motivations into chaos. Then I remembered Dame Maudine’s wise words back on the Seer’s home world.

      They make decisions based on their understanding. It isn’t their fault they don’t know any better.

      Orion was no different. He knew nothing about me, or Temnon, or the threat of Sharir. Considering how little he understood about the situation outside his little cave, it was no wonder he came to that conclusion. Even with a full understanding, he might still encourage me to marry Rein. It was a quick and logical solution to everyone on Fourth Earth.

      I lifted my head and met his pleading eyes. “I have two questions for you. Do you know what my magical talent is?”

      “No.” I could tell by his tone he didn’t care.

      “I’m a wielder of truth. My magic is light.” To demonstrate, I let myself glow. “I cannot lie, even to save my life. My gift won’t let me.”

      His dark lashes lowered to block out my bright glow. I doubted he was accustomed to much light. He nodded to indicate he understood.

      “Then my second question. Do you love your wife?”

      He clenched his jaw and both fists. “I would give my life for her.”

      I kept myself relaxed. “I’m glad. She is lovely and kind, and everyone deserves devoted love. That is how I feel about my Temnon. I am a wielder of truth. If I married Rein when I love Temnon, my union would be a lie, and it would not last. The requirements for Fourth Earth are for an eternal union.”

      He dropped his head, thinking. “Sometimes unions are made to strengthen a tribe. Sacrifice for the greater good is a noble cause, isn’t it? As noble as truth?”

      “That is for the individual to decide. If it’s forced, it’s no longer a sacrifice but slavery.” Taking advantage of his pondering, I continued, “And I’m sure Rein spoke of why I’m trying to unite the clans of Fourth Earth.”

      “Something about a future threat,” he muttered. He seemed to be stuck on the sacrifice or slavery concept.

      “Yes. A devastating threat. Replenishing the magic here will mean nothing if Sharir comes to power. I have my own prophecy to fulfill. You are fighting for the future of your family. I am fighting for the future of every family in the universe. Rein’s prophecy will come true another way. You have to believe that.”

      Slumped, he thought. I dimmed my light and waited for him to process what I said. After several minutes, he turned to the pool and pointed a thumb to his back.

      “Come, child. I will return you to the surface.”

      “So, you believe me? Will the kelpies join with the land tribes?”

      Voice low and husky, he said, “No.”

      “But why not?”

      His muscles bunched with stress. “You require faith in something distant and vague. Suelta guarantees victory now. I’d be a fool to side with you.”

      Grief closed off my throat. I didn’t understand. Why would he choose the wrong side even after I explained everything?

      “I could show you,” I offered. “I’m good at telepathy. I can show you Sharir.”

      “No,” he shouted. “Stay out of my head. My thoughts are my own.”

      Stunned by the outburst, I quickly assured him, “I’d never interfere without permission.”

      “Then I’m done. With your arguments and your presence. We’re leaving now, before Cetus returns. I don’t want you warping his sensibilities.”

      I trudged over to him. He knelt.

      “Take my hair,” he grumbled. “It’s the easiest way.”

      I created a light shield around my head and hoped it contained enough air to keep me conscious in the water. My fingers wrapped around his black hair. He shifted as he fell forward into the pool, and his hair became a mane. I let myself float behind him as he cantered down a water-filled tunnel.

      We emerged in the ocean, open and green, and I saw what they hid from Rein. Mounted kelpies stretched across what looked like the entire ocean. Training. Riding in formation and practicing with long, clubbed weapons. Soon, I noted a pattern. The horses and their riders were couples. That’s what Orion meant when he said his wife was fighting too. I guessed that meant the kelpies could breathe water or air in either form. It was kind of romantic. Riding into battle together, supporting each other, watching each other’s backs. Just like me and Temnon. At least, it would be romantic if that giant army wasn’t riding against us.

      Orion turned upward and raced along a massive wall of underwater cliffs. It stretched down into the depths further than I could see. Thousands of caves and tunnels were carved into the face of the cliffs. One small cave for each kelpie family. This was a massive clan, one of the biggest on Fourth Earth. If only I’d managed to convince Orion.

      The water grew brighter as we approached the surface and leapt into the air. Standing firmly on the water’s surface, Orion shook the salt-water from his mane. I wrung the wet from my skirts and lifted my face to the late afternoon sun. How I’d missed the warmth.

      “Hang on,” Orion said. “I run fast on the surface.”

      I clamped my legs to his sides, leaned over his back, and clutched his mane. I centered my weight and leaned with his striding legs. Riding on Lumi made for great practice. I had no trouble staying on Orion’s long back. Water sprayed to either side of us as he galloped over the water’s surface to the green beach of the mainland.

      Off to the side, I saw a familiar ring of islands. “The Lorelai Atoll?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      The kelpies were practically under us the whole time we battled the harpy horde. If they didn’t come to battle those awful things, I had little hope they’d change their minds now. I wanted to be mad at Orion, but I couldn’t be. He wasn’t a bad person; he just didn’t see things the same as me.

      He made his own choice. I couldn’t make him do anything else.

      Even galloping at top speed, it took a while to get to the mainland. The sun raced us to the horizon and turned the green waves a brilliant burgundy as we neared the shore. I recognized the red uniforms of the paladin regiment from First Earth combing the beach in the red light of the setting sun. I heard a shout and saw wildly waving arms as a paladin spotted me out on the waves. Within a few minutes, the wide wings of Grimmal burst from the trees.

      “Your people have seen you,” Orion said, slowing to a stop. “I will not approach your soldiers. Do they have means to retrieve you from here?”

      “Grimmal is in the air,” I said. “So Temnon has made it to the neutral ground, and if they are here—”

      Above me, the air felt as if it were being sliced apart, wings already flapping near us. “Aaaagneeesss!”

      Lumi dove from the red sky toward me, the wind whistling in her feathered wings. Orion stamped on the water, nervous about the monstrous creature plummeting to him.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “Lumi is my friend. She is just worried about me.”

      I waved both hands. “Hi, Lumi! I’m okay. Orion’s family saved me from drowning.”

      She tilted her wings to slow her dive and hovered above the kelpie.

      “Thank you, Orion,” I said. “Please extend my gratitude to Koban and Cetus.”

      “I am not your friend,” he said gruffly. “I intend to fight you with all my power.”

      I patted his neck. “I understand. I’ll fight, too, but I’m fighting for you, not against you.”

      Bracing against Orion’s strong back, I unsteadily pulled my feet beneath me. Once I got my balance, I reached for Lumi. She scooped me into her furry arms. Orion dove into the water and watched me from beneath the waves.

      “I’ve been searching all day,” Lumi said. “We saw the tornado throw you into the sky, but you were too far away. I couldn’t catch you.”

      Orion’s black shadow turned and galloped underwater back to his family. Sadness filled me, but not regret. I was glad I met them. Like the people of Earth 15, I wished I could just make the kelpies happy. They were so close. They had the right ideas, the right moral compass, and the right values, but Suelta used that to her advantage. Prideful, manipulating hag. I hoped she didn’t destroy this planet.

      “Wait,” I said to Lumi. “You were too far away? Then who stopped me from dying when I hit the water?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “When I was falling to the water, everything was blurry because the tornado gave me a concussion. But I definitely saw two pointed ears.”

      “My ears are round in this form. I’ve been like this all day.”

      Then who, or what, stopped me from smacking into the ocean at terminal velocity? If I’d hit the water’s surface at that speed, it would be just like falling on cement.

      Could there be another player in this Fourth Earth chess game?

      Grimmal met us halfway back to the Fields of Honor. His relief to see me mixed with stress and fear.

      “What is it?” Lumi asked.

      “Chief Galdor has challenged Temnon to take a test of worth.” Grimmal turned and headed back to the forest west of the Fields of Honor.

      “So?” Lumi said. “That’s traditional, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but Temnon’s magic is gone, and Galdor set him in the gladiator pit to battle a minotaur.”

      I gasped so hard I nearly choked. “Why would Tem accept a challenge like that?”

      Feline faces are generally unreadable, but this time, I saw genuine worry in Grimmal’s features.

      “We were searching for your body, Agnes,” he said. “Temnon thinks you’re dead.”

      “He—what?” A wave of panic pressed my ribs together.

      Wings pounding, feet stretching, Grimmal almost ran on the air. “He’s not himself. He’s buried in grief. I think he might, he just might...”

      Grimmal didn’t want to say it, and I didn’t want to think it, but Temnon couldn’t ask for an easier way to permanently end his sadness.
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      Grimmal and Lumi landed on the edge of the Fields of Honor and folded their wings. I braced my tiring legs against Lumi’s sides as she and her father dashed between the thick pine trees to the neutral territory.

      Within the forest, a circular wall of pine trunks, stripped of their bark and lashed together, surrounded a small city. There were no guards at the open gate, and Grimmal and Lumi charged in. We passed rows of buildings the size of barns, all strangely empty.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked Grimmal.

      “Watching the fight,” he panted. “Challenges of honor are the second favorite form of entertainment around here.”

      “What’s the first?”

      “The ten-thousand-year war,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “But even I protest challenging a warrior in a weakened state just for entertainment.”

      We reached the center of town to find our path blocked by a ring of centaur behinds. They eagerly stamped their hooves and hooted with excitement. A demonic, bellowing roar rose over their heads. What was going on inside that ring?

      I slipped off Lumi’s back and used my skinniness to squeeze around and under the centaurs. Surrounded by sweaty horse smell, I inched my way to the front of the centaur crowd to find another ring of elves.

      “Excuse me,” I said repeatedly, slipping between the silky tunics of tall elves.

      They looked down their noses at me, but let me pass when they noticed my wet uniform. Maybe they budged aside because I was an emissary of First Earth, or maybe they didn’t want saltwater smeared on their nice tunics. Either way, I finally made it to a short pine fence, built with the same design as the wall around the city. I leaned my chest against it and peered into the pit.

      It was deep. I leaned against only the tops of the pine trunks, the bulk of the forty-foot trees lined the walls of the pit. Although daylight faded, the pit blazed with dozens of torches set into the pine tree wall, painting ominous shadows on the bare human back of a minotaur. Thick, ropey neck and shoulder muscles supported the bulky bull’s head, and he clomped across the pit, his bull’s legs covered with brown hair. An iron hammer rested in his fist.

      “He’s the largest captured in four decades,” commented a nearby elf. “Fifty-one hands. That’s over twice the size of Galdor.”

      “Not tall enough to be a giant,” his companion said, “but quite close.”

      Close? I wasn’t great with measurements, but that minotaur looked just under twenty feet. Giant enough for me.

      “The lad hasn’t shown any magical skill,” continued the second elf. “He has yet to prove his reputation is justified.”

      I rose on my toes for a better view. I didn’t see Temnon right away, but the minotaur did. He swung his giant, metal hammer into the ground. Tem’s blond hair flashed as he threw himself into a dive roll to avoid getting smashed into putty. He ran behind the minotaur, who awkwardly stamped to turn around. The thick neck made it almost impossible to turn the bull head more than a few inches. Temnon was smart to stay behind the monster.

      From my place against the wall, I saw Temnon’s meager magic struggling. Only a few dim sparkles ran to his fingers. The minotaur completed his turn and swung his hammer again. Temnon jumped back, drew his sword, and slashed the minotaur’s wrist, then he ducked behind the monster again. Judging by the long gashes across the huge wrist, Temnon had used this technique several times already.

      The minotaur bellowed in pain and anger and clomped backward. Temnon scurried out of the way and ended up in front of the beast again. Using his undamaged arm, the minotaur smashed his hammer at Temnon, then stabbed both pointed horns into the ground a hair away from Temnon’s retreating feet.

      Temnon ran to the wall surrounding the pit and scampered around it like a cornered rat. The spectators jeered in disappointment.

      “Barbarians,” I said aloud, though no one responded to me.

      The minotaur pulled his horns from the dirt, spotted Temnon running, and charged in an angered rampage at his target. The horns stabbed deep into the pine wall just above Temnon’s head.

      A swell of excited yells rose from the elves and centaurs as they felt the impact shake their feet. The minotaur shifted his weight and jerked his horns from the pine-lined wall. Splinters of wood rained on Temnon as he ducked and continued running around the edge of the pit. The minotaur charged again, aiming to intercept Temnon’s escape. The pointed horns slammed into the wall right in front of Temnon’s face. He slid to a stop so fast his feet slipped from under him, and he fell backward.

      Another thrilled yell rose at the impact. I didn’t yell. I focused on Temnon’s sweaty face and panicked eyes. This was no longer a challenge but torture. Anger boiled inside me. Why didn’t anybody stop this nonsense? Where were Serene and Claude?

      As the minotaur struggled to free his horns from the wall, I saw Temnon’s parents on the other side of the pit. Serene yelled at Chief Mythrion. She pointed frantically at her son, while the elf stood, unbudging, arms crossed. Claude was having even less luck with Galdor. Why did they agree to this in the first place?

      Temnon ran around the pit until he stood nearly below me. The minotaur pulled free, turned to Temnon, and dropped his huge hammer.

      “The human is spent,” judged the nearby elf. “Physically, he put up a noble fight, but he is doomed if he doesn’t use his magic.”

      “He can’t use his magic,” I shouted at the elf. “It’s broken! Like the magic of all of Fourth Earth is broken! Why are you standing here torturing a magically handicapped man when Suelta and her army of kelpies are preparing for attack?”

      The elf stared at me. “Magic can break?”

      His companion added, “The kelpies have joined Suelta?”

      Sick of their prideful cluelessness, I checked on Temnon, and terror closed my throat. He didn’t run. He stood there with his eyes closed, ready to be gored into oblivion. Grimmal guessed right. Temnon intended to end it all here and now. The minotaur scraped a hoof against the dirt and lowered his head. With a bellow, he fell forward on his human hands and ran on all fours toward Temnon.

      “No,” I screamed. “Temnon, dodge!”

      But he didn’t. He stood there.

      Busy pleading with the chiefs, Claude and Serene didn’t see. Temnon was going to let himself die.

      A burst of magic swelled up inside me, and without even thinking about it, I sent a solid wall of light into the pit. The minotaur slammed into it. As smooth as bullet-proof glass, my wall of light forced his horns down into the dirt. The rest of his body flipped up, hit the wall, then crashed into the ground in a tangled heap of thick limbs and a limp tail.

      A gasp rose from the crowd. I felt a raging heat burn inside me, and I sent a sheet of light magic angling down from me into the pit. I climbed up the pine wall and slid down my magic, landing in front of the crumpled monster. Flaming anger burned inside me. I lifted my arm, activated my crossbow, and rapid-fired light shafts into the flaming torches, extinguishing their light. In the darkness, I glowed. All the power of Second Earth swirled around me in my own furious tornado of power. The minotaur shook his mighty head and stood. With a few flicks of my wrist, I tossed light shaped like table-sized staples at it. Four staples caught it by each of its limbs, dragging it across the pit and slamming it into the wall below Galdor. A final blast of light, bigger than the others, pinned it by the neck. Immobilized, the minotaur quieted and hung in a dejected slump.

      Not finished, I let my light swirl about me until my tornado filled the pit.

      “Idiots!” I yelled, both vocally and with telepathy pushed into every single mind. “I’ve had enough of your stupid pride! You claim to fight with honor, but challenge a human suffering from broken magic with a monster like that?”

      “The prince looks whole to me,” Galdor insisted. “Any warrior worth his reputation is able to defeat a minotaur.”

      “Really? Shall we see?” Another flick of my hand sent invisible sheets of light to bind his arms to his sides. “How able are you with a handicap?” One more spell, and a bright white whip exploded from my hand and wrapped around his neck. “How about I pull you down here and see how well you fare with half of your abilities bound? Not all handicaps are visible. They still exist if you can’t see them.”

      “What are you talking about?” he snarled.

      “I’ve been telling you,” Serene yelled, almost hoarse with aggravation. “His magic isn’t working.”

      “She did tell you plainly,” Chief Mythrion smirked at him.

      “And did you listen?” I glared at the elf. Semi-aware of a great wind caught in my light, I felt my skirt flapping out behind me. “You all claim to be warriors, but you ignore the threat of a kelpie army knocking on your beach. You claim to defend the innocent but leave foreigners to fight the siren queen threatening your fellow citizens.”

      I released Galdor’s bound arms and stared him down at eye level. In my passion, I didn’t notice my light tornado had lifted me from the floor of the pit to their level. Galdor and Mythrion flinched in the bone-jarring buzz of my magic’s power.

      “You’re hypocrites! All of you!” I shouted.

      Something about my accusation prompted the truth to broaden my understanding. Bean lied when he spoke of their bloodlust. If they truly hated each other, why come together for this barbaric sport? Why weren’t they knifing each other in the back?

      Because, my magic whispered, they aren’t enemies.

      Holy freaking cow.

      “You know nothing of war,” I said, eyes wide with my new comprehension. “You don’t even understand what an enemy is. There is no ten-thousand-year war. This is a ten-thousand-year sparring match!”

      Blinding anger flashed in Chief Mythrion’s eyes, and he opened his mouth to protest, but I didn’t let him speak.

      “You dare doubt me?” I challenged. “I am a wielder of truth, and I can’t lie. You know each of your enemies by name. You tell jokes and laugh at each other. No one ever dies, and no one ever wins. Look at yourselves, hanging out after the day’s work like a bunch of pals.”

      Galdor bellowed a war cry and slammed his spear into the sawed-off top of a pine. “What would a slip of a girl like you know of war? We have fought honorably for thousands of years!”

      Controlling my swirling magic, I willed it to carry me toward the chiefs on either side of Serene.

      “Oh, that’s right. You have no respect for me. You think I’m weak and, therefore, wrong.”

      I stoked my tornado of light until the pine forest rattled, and the elves and centaurs shrank in the hum of my power. I sent light shafts flinging from my light tornado with perfect aim, drilling them into every single tree surrounding the pit. Many elves had to leap back to avoid getting their dangling hands skewered.

      With a sneering smile, I told Galdor, “Turns out, I’m not as weak as you hoped.”

      I’d never felt so satisfied. All these huge, athletic warriors gaping at me and my power. After being discounted, ignored, and insulted, I finally got to shove my true abilities in their faces.

      Thunderstruck, Galdor stomped, and his mouth hung slack, but then a pale face caught my attention. Serene stood between Galdor and Mythrion, and her face was white with fear. That gentle, beautiful person was afraid of me. Afraid of me! Behind Serene, Claude stared at me, his eyes furrowed in worry, almost like he expected a disaster.

      Maybe it was because, in this moment, my righteous anger took me to disaster’s edge. Was I going mad with power just like Vi Lorina? Like Suelta?

      I looked to Claude again, reading the unspoken word written on his face.

      Careful.

      Claude knew how to wield great power. He displayed it to the dragons but remained in control. He stayed humble. He clearly communicated his point and then respected the dragon’s culture. Maybe humility and respect were key to avoiding the madness that took over the minds of Suelta and Vi Lorina.

      I willed my magic to carry me over the wall onto solid ground. Powerful or not, I was still Agnes Ann Cavanaugh. I grew up believing I’d never get a chance to be proud of anything. My anger faded, and my magic swirl slowed until it blew itself out.

      With a softer tone and confident gaze, I spoke to the two chiefs.

      “Now, if you’re ready to listen, I must give you some bad news. The magic of Fourth Earth is gone. Only your personal reserves remain. I’ve just come from the sea where the kelpies are not wasting their remaining magic on frivolous pastimes. They are saving it to invade.”

      I telepathically filled their heads with images of the kelpies, thousands of regiments of warrior couples, drilling and preparing for war. Their eyes grew wide at the picture.

      “And they aren’t even the scary part,” I said, my voice low with sincere warning. “Sharir could snap out the kelpies with one spell. He can do the same to you. Now you know the facts. You must decide for your clans, but I implore you to sign Ambassador Serene’s treaty and help us save your planet.”

      Serene subtly whispered to an assistant who dashed off in a hurry.

      I waited, not breaking eye contact, while they digested everything I had just dumped on them. I hoped with all my heart I didn’t ruin Serene’s meticulous diplomacy with my dramatic meltdown. For all I knew, they considered me as crazy as Suelta.

      After several agonizing minutes, the elven chief tore his gaze from me to look at his centaur contemporary.

      “Galdor?” he said simply.

      Galdor’s eyes remained locked on me, but his shoulders shrugged ever so slightly. “She must be telling the truth. Three of my warriors fell in today’s battle and are on the brink of death. The satyr godfather has no more magic to call their souls. If he is drained, we soon will be.”

      “I’ve felt a weakness in my magic,” Mythrion said, “but I didn’t want to believe the weakness real.”

      Galdor sent a glance into the pit. A glance full of regret. “Is this what hinders the young prince?”

      “No,” I said. “But his suffering is just as real.”

      Serene’s assistant returned, clutching a scroll to his chest. With a respectful bow, he handed it to her. Serene recovered her composure and unrolled it.

      “It’s time to decide, Chiefs,” she said simply.

      Mythrion held his hand over the scroll. “I’m satisfied with the terms of the treaty, Ambassador. I’ll sign on behalf of my clan.”

      Not to be beaten, Galdor quickly placed his hand as well.

      Mythrion smirked at him. “It’s about time, you stubborn fool.”

      “Huh. You should be ashamed for making the ambassador work so hard,” Galdor retorted.

      The scroll glowed with their magical seals.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Now we need to spread the word about Suelta’s attack and get reinforcements and supplies here immediately. I don’t know when or how the kelpies will attack, so we must be ready for anything. The rest of the allied tribes have already agreed to help however they can.”

      “Then you were successful with the pixies?” Serene smiled at me with the same warmth she’d always had. “Temnon told us about the tomte and that you went to help Nemantia.”

      “Nemantia was brilliant,” I said to Serene, grateful she forgave me so quickly. “The pixies of the Eleventh Kingdom went nuts because Lady Rin was murdered, but before she died, she started an alliance with a ton of tribes. Oh! That reminds me. I have to tell Rein and Temnon what she said about—drat it all. I saw Rein at her farewell, and I forgot to tell him.”

      I turned to look at Temnon, but except for the minotaur mournfully hanging from my light staples, the pit was empty.

      “Where is he?”

      Serene joined me at the wall, searching for her son. “He was right here.”

      Across the pit, I saw Lumi perched on a building.

      I connected with her mind. Where’s Tem? I asked her.

      With worry hunching her shoulders, she jabbed a paw toward the open gate.

      Temnon was gone.
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      Where could Temnon have gone? I knew his magic didn’t work, so he couldn’t transport, and after fighting the minotaur, he was probably too tired to walk very far.

      “How many kelpies are we facing?” Claude asked me, pulling my attention from my missing boyfriend. “Give me an estimate.”

      “Uh, bunches,” I said, still craning my neck, hoping to catch a glimpse of Temnon’s blond hair.

      “Four thousand.” Claude tested my truth.

      My spine rattled, and I shook my head.

      “Six thousand. Ten thousand. Twenty thousand.”

      Still no truth. Galdor and Mythrion started twitching nervously.

      “Fifty thousand?”

      Finally, my truth agreed. At least, with that as an estimated number. Galdor’s head dropped in disappointment, and Mythrion swallowed a groan.

      “And what about other species?” Claude tested again. “More than kelpies.”

      I shrugged. “Have you spoken to Rein? He would know better than me.”

      “We were due for a meeting to exchange information tomorrow evening,” Serene said, “in Chief Rowan’s taeda. Rein is probably there by now.”

      “I’ll transport to him,” Claude volunteered. “My magic isn’t linked to Fourth Earth. I don’t have the same limits the natives do.”

      “Take some Lanorian mint,” I suggested, regretting the sickness he was about to experience.

      “Chattaway should be with Rowan,” Serene reminded him.

      “I’ll tell everyone.” He turned to me. “Do you know how to contact the pixies? We’ll need them to bring supplies and troops here immediately.”

      “Bean and Essie are in a carriage on the east edge of the Fields of Honor.”

      Galdor stomped and snorted. A young centaur cantered up, and Galdor pointed to the gate. “Carriage. East side of the battlefield. Bring the pixies inside.”

      With a snappy nod, the young stallion put a hand on the hilt of his sword and turned. Dang. I think Galdor gave the wrong impression. Serene also tensed, but she didn’t need to say anything.

      “Wait,” Galdor said. “The pixies are not enemies. Invite them, urgently, to join Arch Mage Agnes and her allies here. Tell them we...” He paused, then muttered, “We humbly need them to help with Fourth Earth’s defense.”

      Serene beamed with approval. “Perhaps I could assist Chiefs Mythrion and Galdor in accounting for their troops and resources.”

      “And I’ll go fetch the satyrs.” A voice floated up from the approximate location of Galdor’s haunches.

      I leaned around Galdor. The short godfather of the Seventh Clan stood there, thoughtfully contributing as though he’d been a part of this discussion the whole time. I didn’t even know he was there, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “I heard necromancy is common in your clans, Pauliweb,” I said.

      “Aye,” he confirmed. “I’m out of magic, but perhaps my family aren’t. Lady Hester of the First Pixie Kingdom will surely bring my people here. Any messages?”

      Claude answered, “Bring all the supplies you can spare—weapons, magical artifacts, and food. Anything useful in a war. We don’t know how long this battle will last.”

      With a nod, Pauliweb closed his eyes. When nothing happened for a few seconds, he opened them again. “Ah. No magic means no transportation.” He smiled sheepishly at me. “Perhaps one of your pixies could deliver me to my territory?”

      “Maybe you should go straight to Lady Hester,” I told him. “Her pixies can spread the word and alert the rest of the planet while delivering you to your territory. Serene and Claude can work out the details. Right now, I have more pressing business.”

      Pauliweb’s blond eyebrows rose. “More pressing than fifty thousand attacking kelpies?”

      “I think so.” I hugged Serene and told her, “I’ll be back. I have to find Temnon.”

      Eyes bright with worry, she gave me a small but encouraging smile. “Go, dear. And please, just be you.”

      “Make a path for Arch Mage Agnes,” roared Galdor.

      The centaurs backed away from the pit. Chief Mythrion waved a nonchalant hand, and the elves also stepped back. Grateful, I hurried around the pit to Lumi’s perch. She jumped down from the roof, and I climbed to her back.

      “Can you track him?” I asked.

      She answered by crouching and breathing in the scents of the dark soil deeply. With confident strides, she headed to the city’s gate. With her sensitive nose, I was certain we’d find him. She exited the city, trotted to the dark, empty Fields of Honor, then turned north. At the edge of the field, we found Grimmal. He sat with his nose lifted to the breeze.

      “Where’s Tem?” I asked him.

      “North. Near the ocean.”

      “Is he okay?”

      Grimmal turned his shaggy, saber-toothed head to me. “I don’t think he is.” Then, more gently than I thought him capable of, he said, “Tem thought you were dead. Unable to deal with your loss, he sought the easiest way out. Then you weren’t dead, and you saved him from the minotaur. I know you had no choice, but consider how mortifying that was for him.”

      Stress tightened my forehead. “What are you talking about?”

      “It was a test of honor and ability. Temnon had to pick: fight or admit his weakness. He is a prince of First Earth. Admitting his weakness to clans who place honor in battle above all else meant poorly representing his home world and the Odonata line. He chose to fight, knowing he’d lose.”

      “That’s stupid,” I shouted. “Being sick doesn’t mean you’re weak!”

      “The elves and centaurs think so.”

      “Well, I think they’re idiots.”

      A growl rose and fell in Grimmal’s throat. He was trying to teach me something important with atypical patience. I calmed down.

      “Sorry, Grimmal. I’m listening.”

      “You can’t make people think like you, Agnes. Force is evil. Persuasion is good. That is what Claude and Serene were trying to do when you interfered.”

      The parallels to Pyranathos and his manipulating lies hit me in my soul. I came so close to forcing the elves and centaurs into compliance with my angry tantrum.

      Feeling guilty, I got defensive. “So, was I supposed to let Temnon die to spare his reputation?”

      “I already agreed you had to save him, but look at it from his perspective. His weakness was revealed to the best fighters on this planet when he couldn’t use his magic, then his chronically ill girlfriend saved him with a display of power that shook the stars. His girlfriend who isn’t dead but witnessed him...giving up.”

      I finally understood what I’d done. “Crap. I have to fix this. What should I do?”

      “Easy,” Lumi said. “We go cheer him up.” Lumi took a step, but Grimmal put a huge furry paw on her chest. “This is a matter for human hearts, Lumi. Agnes must go alone.”

      Me? This was crazy. Temnon needed a doctor, or an alchemist, or...

      No, I reminded myself. He needs to talk—to a friend.

      I straightened my skirt and ran my fingers through my hair. Not sure what I’d do or say once I got to Temnon, I picked my way through the thick growth of pine trees until they thinned enough to see the ocean. Properly nighttime now, stars uninhibited by light pollution illuminated the soft, green grass beneath my feet. With the next step, my foot hit a rounded surface and tilted to the side. Not enough to injure my ankle, but enough to dislodge a round rock. It wasn’t grass I walked on, but springy moss growing thick and heavy on the rock-strewn beach. The moss cushioned my steps as I walked toward the ocean waves.

      A pattern of splashes drew my attention, and I spotted the tall shape of Temnon close to the ocean. He bent over, chose a small, flat rock, and flung his arm sideways, skipping it over the waves.

      I paused, not sure if I should go to him or let him be. Remembering how Mom helped me out of my bouts of depression, I went to him. Sad people shouldn’t think they are alone for too long.

      He heard me coming and huffed in anger. I didn’t respond. I just came to the edge of his hostile personal bubble and quietly sat on a mossy, flat rock. I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. Then, I waited.

      Temnon chucked rocks at the ocean, his blond hair leaping in the starlight with each angry throw. He ignored me at first, but he didn’t try to leave. I stayed, waiting for him to categorize his feelings. I knew he’d only get frustrated if I pushed him to talk before he was ready.

      “You don’t have to be here,” he finally said. His attempt to keep a civil tone fell short. Anger and shame rasped in his voice.

      “I want to be here,” I said. “You’re my favorite person.”

      “You have rotten taste in people.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      He kicked a rock. I heard it land almost immediately with a moss-muffled clack. It didn’t go very far.

      “Go back to neutral ground and do something useful,” he said. “There’s nothing you can do to fix this.”

      “Fix what? What’s bothering you?”

      “Oh, not much,” he said. “I’m just a useless nothing who can’t use magic anymore.”

      I squirmed with the lie. Opinion or not, no living thing is devoid of use.

      “The elves standing by me said you fought with honor.”

      “Great.” He used the same sarcasm I resorted to when I was upset. “I’ll swing my sword around at Suelta before she gives me a new reality as a sea slug. That’s useful.”

      “Or,” I retorted, “you can use your leadership and gift for strategy to command our allied troops against the fifty thousand or so kelpies.”

      He halted his anxiety-driven rock hurling and faced the ocean. “Fifty thousand?”

      “More or less.” I hugged my knees tighter. “They are out of food. I tried to explain the true situation, but they think Suelta is a guaranteed solution.”

      It was too much for Temnon. He stumbled over the rocks and pulled me to my feet. “Then go help. They need you.”

      “You’re coming, right?”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, ‘no’? Tem...”

      “No!” he yelled. “I’m dead weight. I’ll just hold you back.”

      “That’s nuts,” I yelled back, matching his intensity. “I can’t do this without you. I have the magic, but you have the knowledge and the experience.”

      “You defeated the harpies. You defeated Vi Lorina. You tased Pyranathos. I can’t compete with you anymore.”

      He pushed me toward the Fields of Honor, but I dug my boots into the rocks and braced against him. “I’m not going anywhere without you, Tem. I need you.”

      He threw his arms down, fists clenched in frustrated fury. “You don’t need me! You need someone better. Don’t you get it, Agnes? I don’t deserve you!”

      “That’s ridiculous!”

      “Is it?” He held out his hands and tried to call his magic. His hands trembled with effort, but not even a hint of gold flitted to his fingers. “I feel my magic stored up inside me. I know it’s there, but it refuses to listen to me. You can’t fix it because I know why it won’t work. It’s because I blew it!” He hung his head and cupped his face into his magic-free hands. “I knew something was wrong with Grandpa Thayn. I went against my own conscience and betrayed you. I played right into the lie and left you to fight on your own.” His back shook with a ragged sob. “I’ll never forgive myself. When you needed me most, I betrayed you.”

      I was stunned. This is what had been building inside him for months? Not grief over his grandfather’s death, but regret for dumping me? He was the victim of a mastermind’s narcissistic, carefully tailored lies, but he still blamed himself? Pyranathos’s evil plots didn’t die when Sharir took him to the Nia Nega Abyss. They still worked as planned, eating away at Temnon’s poor heart.

      He sobbed again. I barely understood him.

      “I don’t deserve you.”

      Finally, he pulled the cork out of the glass bottle and let all those emotion-soaked cotton balls burst out. It was an ugly, sloppy, revealing mess, but it was exactly what he needed.

      I pulled his hands away from his face and snuggled my cheek into his heaving, sobbing chest. I slipped my arms around him. After several seconds of choking sobs, he settled into normal, healthy crying and returned my embrace.

      We held each other in the starlight while the waves of the ocean lapped the rocky beach in the distance. I called on my light to warm us against the breeze blowing in from the dark water. The heavens rotated above us, and we embraced long after Temnon expressed, and then released, every bit of his hatred for himself.

      “You aren’t mad?” he said at last, long into the night.

      “How can I be?” I turned my face to his. “I forgave you months ago. You’ve been hating yourself this whole time. No wonder your magic doesn’t work.” I tiptoed to brush my lips against his jawline and whispered into his ear. “If I knew how awful you were being to yourself, I’d have yelled at you ages ago. Nobody bullies my boyfriend. Not even himself.”

      He chuckled and pressed his lips into my neck.

      “I’m so glad you aren’t dead.”

      I stroked the back of his head. “And I’m so glad you aren’t dead. Don’t do that again. Okay?”

      “I promise.”

      “Feel better?” I asked.

      “Yes, but I’m kind of surprised that I do.”

      I sighed. “Nemantia always says you are more into action than emotional health. I should have guessed you had lost your balance when your magic first started acting up.”

      “Hard to say when that was,” he admitted. “I declined slowly, then I kept myself at a level of barely functioning until the harpy battle. I felt like I had a purpose until then, protecting you, but when you roasted the whole flock of them, I decided you didn’t need me anymore.”

      “A seed of self-doubt, left by Pyranathos.”

      He lifted his head, thinking. “I didn’t make that connection—Fake Thayn kept saying how I was better than you. How you were so weak, and weakness had no use in the universe. When I became the weak one...”

      He didn’t finish. I didn’t let him.

      “The Dragon of Lies lived up to his title.”

      He nodded, accepting my simplified assessment.

      “And, Tem,” I said, stroking his cheek, “I didn’t roast the harpies on my own. You shifted the air into hydrogen. My idea worked because I had you.”

      “Yes. We make a good team.” His sigh was almost happy. “We should get back. Mom is probably worried.”

      “That’s the understatement of the century,” I teased.

      I took his hand. Before walking away, he scooped another flat rock from the ground and flipped it toward the ocean. It clattered against rock. The clatter echoed in my head, sounding wrong somehow.

      “Come on, glowbug.” Temnon headed to the neutral ground, but I stopped.

      “Wait a sec. Where did the ocean go?”

      I created a ball of light and sent it hovering over the beach. The waves were gone, replaced by mud smeared on the mossy rocks. Small fish flopped helplessly in the clogging mud, and seaweed lay flat and limp. Even in the unhindered starlight, I saw no waves. They were here earlier. Finally, my ball of light found the water, forty feet away from us.

      “We didn’t move,” I said to myself.

      “No,” agreed Temnon. “Why is that a problem?”

      “This isn’t just the tide moving out,” I said, pointing to the flopping fish. “The ocean is retreating.” I suddenly remembered why that was alarming. “Run!” I grabbed Temnon’s hand and ran inland. “The ocean is retreating! We have to get the elves and centaurs to higher ground!”

      “Why?”

      “Tsunami,” I yelled. “The sun larva is awake!”
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      I telepathically sought out Lumi and Grimmal in the direction of the Fields of Honor. Fortunately, I found them waiting for us where I’d left them.

      Grimmal! I called. Come get me and Tem. Look for my light. Lumi, hurry back to Serene. Spread the word that a tidal wave is coming. Get everyone to high ground now, or we don’t have a chance of surviving!

      I sent a beam of light into the sky, and soon the flapping wings of Grimmal beat the cold air into my hair. He landed, huge paws crunching the rocks.

      “What are the chances of the sun larva waking on the eve of battle?” he growled as we climbed on his back. “This is a staggering coincidence.”

      My spine shuddered. “You lied,” I said to Grimmal. “What does that mean? Why did you lie?”

      Behind me, I heard a sharp intake of breath from Temnon.

      “Because it isn’t a coincidence,” Temnon tapped an insistent hand on my shoulder. “Remember the prophecy? ‘A wave of evil.’ That’s what it said. It isn’t symbolic. It’s literal. Fourth Earth will be flooded with an actual wave.”

      Grimmal leaped into the air and flapped inland.

      “The sun larva isn’t evil. And I don’t care how powerful Suelta is,” I argued. “She can’t sing a tsunami into existence.”

      “No,” Temnon agreed, “but you said the sun larva is awake. You didn’t stumble over your words. That’s truth. And the ‘flood of evil’ is truth too. Suelta must have orchestrated this.”

      “Impossibooolus.” I gasped at my unintentional lie. If it wasn’t impossible, then there was only one other option. “But how could she intentionally cause an earthquake?”

      As Grimmal carried us inland, I remembered my conversation with Lady Rin and what I forgot to tell Rein at her farewell. The clues I’d stumbled on since last year started adding up.

      “Oh. Oh, holy freaking sheesh! Pyranathos. He killed Lady Rin of the Eleventh Kingdom about a year ago.”

      “What?” Temnon squeezed my waist.

      “Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to tell you. You know how Rein has been asking around about who talked to his mom at the last Fourth Earth Alliance?”

      “Yes, because she started acting funny after that. But what does that have to do with a tidal wave?”

      “At the pixie castle, Nemantia raised the dead queen as a draugr so she could pass her authority to her heir. She described her own death just like your grandpa described his. She didn’t see who killed her. There was a dark shadow, and poof, dead.”

      “Sounds like Pyranathos.”

      “Yes. Lady Rin almost had Suelta convinced to sign a treaty with the pixies and a bunch of other tribes, but Rin was murdered on her way to the meeting. Pyranathos in Lady Rin’s form went to the meeting instead and convinced Suelta to kidnap me.”

      “No stuttering,” pointed out Grimmal.

      Temnon grunted in agreement. “The timeline works out, I guess. But why would Pyranathos care about using you to restore Fourth Earth’s magic?”

      Grimmal answered, his understanding evident in his growling tone. “Sharir’s attempt to remove Agnes from her destined path. If she simply disappeared to rule next to Rein under the ocean, she wouldn’t be around to make her prophecy come true. And why would Sharir want to conquer a planet devoid of magic?”

      Over the pine forest, I heard the deep, insistent tone of a huge horn following the breeze. A bluish light blinked as the warm inland wind drifted up with the warning horn. That light again. It wasn’t my magic, but it sure looked magical.

      “Hold on,” Temnon said. “We’ve tested Agnes’s truth a bunch of times. She could never say for certain that Suelta was working with Sharir.”

      “Because she doesn’t know she is.” I slapped my hand on Temnon’s armored thigh. “That’s why I didn’t get a clear answer. Suelta may think she’s fighting me with the approval of Lady Rin, and maybe even the approval of Rin’s allied tribes. Suelta is still a twisted witch, but she’s being played every bit as much as we are. By Sharir.”

      “She thinks she’s helping?”

      I sighed, remembering how she stabbed Hawkins. “I think she wanted to be the hero that saved Fourth Earth in the beginning, so she’d get all the glory. I foiled her plans. Then, when she killed her own husband out of rage and her sisters booted her, something snapped inside her. Maybe she can’t see the difference between good and bad anymore.”

      “It’s all about control,” Grimmal said. “She lost control and is willing to destroy all of Fourth Earth to get it back.”

      Below us, tall elves loaded supplies and families onto their bronze-beaked mounts. Several smaller birds already raced across the Fields of Honor with elven children clinging to their backs.

      Temnon snorted in derision. “She knew what she was doing when she killed Hawkins. Then what happened to Pyranathos? He went dark again?”

      “Probably recruiting dragon noblesse to ruin the government of Third Earth. And then—then he stole my book Dominath prepared for King Po Lan and learned about earthquakes. Oh, that conniving jerk! I saw the inside of his mind, and I think he understands math and science just fine. He must have visited Suelta again as Lady Rin and taught her. About sun larvae, earthquakes, and even how I reactivated Second Earth’s magic flow by sending it out through the north pole and in through the south. She listened because she thought Pyranathos was her friend, Lady Rin.”

      Grimmal turned to look at me, and he veered slightly off his flight path. “And in a whole year nobody noticed a missing pixie chief?”

      I shrugged. “The pixies expected her to come back. Without clear orders, they didn’t know what else to do. They knew to protect the castle from strangers, so they drove away all visitors.”

      Grimmal corrected his course and aimed for the gladiator pit, now devoid of the minotaur. The centaurs evacuated too. They raced up the hill with giant swords to cut paths through the pine forest, and teams of burly centaurs hitched to entire buildings dragged them to higher ground.

      “Evacuation is going well,” Grimmal said, sarcastically. “Centaurs know how to travel light.”

      Temnon leaned over, presumably searching for his parents. “All that still doesn’t explain how Suelta can create an earthquake, even if Pyranathos taught her the theory behind it.”

      “Can’t be that hard,” I said. “She knows her former palace, and the caves of the entire kelpie population are carved into a giant fault line. Land people would never know, but the seafolk see those cliffs every day. Plus, she’s been hiding out in deep water, near the north pole.”

      “Fine. Then how did Suelta know the sun larva would wake?”

      The blue light played in the eddies created by Grimmal’s wings. I couldn’t see a purpose in it. Was it spying on us? It didn’t seem to be hostile. Lost in the breeze and the odd light, I didn’t hear Temnon until he tapped my shoulder again.

      “Agnes?”

      “Huh?” The blue light raced along the breeze and vanished. “Oh, I thought this part was obvious. How else can everyone lose magic while Suelta gained it?”

      “She’s using tainted magic from Sharir?” Temnon guessed. “Like Vi Lorina and Pyranathos?”

      “No,” I said. “I can see that stuff. She’s stealing the planet’s nature magic. She’s in the perfect position near the north pole. I guess she figured it out after learning how I activated the dormant magic on my planet. She took what little nature magic was left. As a magical being, she simply absorbed it into herself and grew more powerful. She can use her false reality better than ever before. With no magic flowing through the planet, the sun larva was bound to wake up.”

      “Wait,” Temnon said, “I thought sun larvae take years to do anything. Why is this one reacting instantly?”

      “It isn’t instant,” I said. “Fourth Earth has been short of magic forever already. We know the sun larva was sick and malnourished from our mission here last—” It was so long ago and so much had happened, I forgot when we came to assess the sun larva. I did remember Chief Galdor blamed me for its poor health. “Well, whenever it was, it was already sick, and the magical ring surrounding Fourth Earth thinned to a trickle. Rein’s mom might be crazy, but she’s not dumb. She sucked up the rest of the magic and then kept us occupied with constant battles while waiting for the sun larva to wake.”

      Grimmal growled. I felt it in my thighs. “Seems a risk,” he said, “basing a war on whether or not a planetary being gets hungry enough to wake and shift in its shell.”

      That was a good point. Temnon answered for me.

      “The sun larva is plan B. She counted on the harpies wiping us out a week ago.”

      “Ah,” Grimmal growled.

      From our altitude, we saw elves and centaurs swarming to safety in earnest. A brisk wind from the ocean caught Grimmal’s wings, and he rode it toward the hill. The cold air brought a chill of fear with it, as though the whole ocean waited for disaster to hit.

      “Oh, duh,” I said, remembering another piece of the puzzle. “I saw Rein yesterday. He told me the narwhals were moving to deep water, and vibrations were scaring the fish.”

      Grimmal flattened his ears. “What on First Earth does that have to do with anything?”

      Temnon interpreted my rambling. “Suelta’s a siren, not a human. Sirens can feel vibrations in the ocean from miles away. I wouldn’t be surprised if all the sea creatures know an earthquake is coming long before we do.”

      “Sea creatures like the kelpies,” I said, slumping against Temnon. “Once the tidal wave destroys the coast, they’ll have no problem picking off whoever is left.”

      It seemed hopeless. Even if the elves and centaurs survived the ocean’s onslaught, they’d be unprepared to stand against the kelpie army.

      “Can’t we transport to the core and use Rein’s harp to sing it to sleep?” Temnon said. “It worked for Second Earth.”

      “Second Earth had plenty of magic to nourish it. There is no magic here.”

      “Once again,” Grimmal said, “Suelta has demonstrated brilliant military strategy.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “Brilliant.”

      He hovered over the neutral ground, and we watched the seemingly futile evacuation.

      What could we do? What resources did we have here and now? My light, centaur strength, elven precision. Did Claude already leave? We still had Serene. Hmm. The hills weren’t tall enough, but centaurs dragged entire buildings to the hill—if we hurried...

      “Dam it,” I whispered.

      Temnon wrapped his arms around me. “We must be doomed,” he said, solemnly. “I’ve never heard you swear before.”

      “What? No. I mean we hold back the water. We have to dam it.”

      Grimmal and Temnon paused, possibly thinking about all the things that might go wrong. Then, Grimmal tilted his wings toward the hills.

      “It’s our only chance.”

      It was our only chance; but could a pile of wood and worn-out magic hold back the power of the ocean?
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      Grimmal sailed over the hilltops. In the chaotic throngs of elf and centaur families, we had no chance of finding Serene. From the top of a building on the highest hill, Lumi’s beating wings caught my attention. She must have been looking out for us.

      “Over there,” I pointed.

      Grimmal glided to the roof of a wide, wooden building designed like a luxurious barn. Temnon slid off Grimmal’s back and pointed his hands to the wooden-slatted roof. To my delight, golden magic flitted to his hands. Not enough to complete his spell and open an entrance in the roof, but more than I’d seen in a while.

      “Nice!” I smiled at him. “Keep believing in yourself. You’ll be back to manipulating subatomic particles in no time.”

      He squinted one eye. “Months of habits are hard to break.”

      That’s what Bean said earlier. I understood how he felt. I knew on a deep, personal level how hard it was to love yourself once self-loathing rooted in your heart.

      “True,” I said to Temnon, “but look at it this way—you’ve hated yourself for months but had confidence in yourself for years. See? You got this.”

      He chuckled at my logic.

      At the edge of the roof, I formed a pole of light to slide to the ground. Temnon followed. Grimmal and Lumi shrank a bit and leaped down into the mess of panicked elves, centaurs, and paladins.

      Inside the double-wide doors of the fancy barn, Galdor, Mythrion, and Serene stood around a map spread on a table. Serene rushed to Temnon as we entered.

      “Oh, son,” she said quietly, “are you all right?”

      He gave her a small smile. “I’m getting there.”

      She embraced him, eyes bright with relief, and winked at me over his shoulder. I guess she was right. Temnon really did just need a friend. I couldn’t put my finger on why, but I felt he would come out of this depression stronger than before.

      Behind Serene and Temnon, I saw the pile of gear Grimmal carted over from tomte territory. My backpack peeked out from the pile. Jeez! I almost forgot about it. I ran over and strapped it onto my back. It felt good, like it was time to get serious.

      “Okay, then,” I said, getting everyone’s attention. “We’ve got a lot of information and not a lot of time, so I’m going to download it all into your minds. Protest now and you’ll be left in the dark. Anyone want out?”

      Nobody protested. Serene closed her eyes and took a peaceful breath to prepare herself. Galdor clenched his muscles in anticipation, and Mythrion gripped the table.

      A flash of blue light shone in Serene’s blonde hair. Claude, and then Rein, Chattaway, and Rowan materialized in front of her.

      “Perfect timing,” I told them.

      Claude and Chattaway dashed to the doorway and vomited. Pale and shaking, Claude staggered to us and shook his head.

      “How in the name of the Fulcrum did you do that day after day for six months?” He shoved a handful of Lanorian mint into his mouth, still gagging. “It’s a miracle you’re not in trauma-induced comas.”

      “What did we miss?” Rein grinned at me.

      “Tons. Want a download?”

      “Of course. Miss Kinza?” he took the silver rattle from his pocket. “Do you want to see too?”

      Yes, Kinza sighed tiredly.

      I took a few seconds to compile the days’ events, and then I dropped it all into their minds. At least, everything except the part about Suelta gathering nature magic. I still felt like that was a secret worth keeping.

      Galdor leaned forward and clutched his head. Mythrion seemed pleasantly surprised it wasn’t completely terrible. Claude stumbled to the doorway and threw up his mint. Serene rubbed a soothing hand on her husband’s back. Chattaway, more accustomed to the sickness than Claude, forced herself upright and aimed for the table. With a shaking hand, she dropped a cloth bag full of military communication insignias on the table. While everyone processed the information I hurled into their minds, I took three insignias. I attached one to my armor and stuck another to Lumi’s collar.

      “A tsunami. This explains the vibrations in the ocean,” Rein said to me, “and why the narwhals are swimming for deeper waters. Have you figured out why my mother has grown so powerful?”

      “Yep,” I said, sticking the last insignia to Grimmal’s collar. “But no time for discussions. We have to build a dam to hold back the water. Galdor has cleverly already begun.”

      The centaur chief lifted his head, stunned at the compliment, and clueless about why he received it.

      “The buildings,” I explained, grabbing another insignia and handing it to him. “They are sturdy and will hold back an additional thirty feet of water.”

      Galdor stood tall and flexed his chest in pride. Rowan stepped forward.

      “They are not anchored,” he pointed out. “My tribe and I will take care of that. Chief Galdor? Will you instruct your warriors to line up the buildings as close to each other as possible?”

      Galdor snorted and clomped a hoof on the floor. He trotted out the wide door and started bellowing commands.

      “A dam won’t stop the kelpie army,” Chattaway argued. “They’ll just cut through the buildings or go around. We’ll need a second line of defense.”

      “Or a preemptive offense,” Mythrion said, pointing a firm finger to the land behind the hills. “Assuming we can hold back the sea, the kelpie army will be right behind. I will set my archers here. We can volley arrows over the barricade and thin their numbers before they reach us.”

      “Good,” Chattaway approved. “See to it.”

      My throat tightened. I didn’t want an arrow shredding the windpipes of Orion or Koban. Mythrion took a communication insignia and left to organize his elves into a death squad. I didn’t stop him. I couldn’t. Try as I might, I couldn’t think of any other way. People were going to die. A dark lump of grief formed in the pit of my stomach. Did I fail my mission to unite Fourth Earth?

      A shout from outside tore me from my grief. “I see it! The wave!”

      Lumi shifted into an enlarged snow leopard, and I climbed on her back. She leapt on top of the building. Grimmal with Temnon followed us. Seconds later, Rein joined us on a sheet of water. He ran to the edge of the building and stared into the distance.

      A thin, tired wisp of Kinza’s smoke drifted from the silver rattle in his hand and encircled his wrist.

      “There,” he pointed. “You can see the horizon rising.”

      Lumi heaved in a purr of relief. “It isn’t bad. Not taller than the hills anyway.”

      “It’s a million times worse than it looks,” Rein said grimly. “As soon as all that displaced water hits the beach, it will lift higher.”

      Lumi’s ears fell, and her head slumped.

      “Don’t be scared, Lumi,” I said. “We aren’t helpless. Look.”

      I pointed at hundreds of tall, stately aridins. White hair blowing in the wind from the ocean, they stood in a straight line between the water and the row of buildings Galdor’s burly centaur warriors pushed into place. In perfect unison, the aridins did a series of fluid moves similar to tai chi. The dirt swelled and branches burst out. Climbing over the houses, the branches and vines lashed the structures together and anchored them to the hill. The aridins continued their dance and connected the branches to the vast pine forest surrounding the hills and the Fields of Honor. Now, even if the tidal wave washed away the soil of the hill, the buildings would remain, anchored by the strong roots.

      They clasped their hands in front of them, and their eyes glowed white. Slowly, they shifted into trees, most likely entwining their own roots into those they called from the forest.

      “See,” I said. “We don’t have to do this by ourselves.”

      “Lumi,” Grimmal said. “Let’s go. We can’t hold back water, but we can fly over the ocean and scout for Agnes and Temnon.”

      Wings sprouted from their shoulders, and they leaped into the air, their wings blowing the wisp of Kinza’s smoke into nothing. The poor, fading jiniri didn’t have the strength to hold together anymore. I wondered how I could help with everything happening at once.

      A zipping line of magic darted so close to my face I leaned back to focus on it. Bean saluted me and hovered.

      “General Admiral Bean, awaiting orders, Arch Mage,” he said.

      “Can pixies manipulate water?” I asked.

      “Solids only,” he said.

      “That’s good enough. I’ve seen your fighting style firsthand. Do your best to help the warriors once combat starts. How many pixies are here?

      Bean gave me a funny look. “One.”

      Unable to hide my true feelings, my shoulders drooped in disappointment. Bean’s wings shimmered, and he flew over to pat my scarred cheek. I hardly felt it.

      “Don’t be sad,” he said. “It makes your paper face wrinkle.”

      “Hey.” Temnon squared up to Bean. “Watch it, dragonfly.”

      “What? Mucksuckers! I did it again.” Bean darted over to Temnon, nervously twiddling his fingers. “I’ve accidentally developed a habit of vomiting insults, but I didn’t mean to. What I meant to say is—Essie has taken the satyr godfather to bring his family, and Lady Hester of the First Kingdom will rally the tribes in Lady Rin’s alliance. They will all come.” He eyed the rising horizon in the distance. “I’m not sure they will get here on time though.”

      “Arch Mage Agnes,” I heard Grimmal’s growl in my insignia. “The wave is wider than we have buildings.”

      Drat it all. He was right. The ocean’s swell extended far to the sides.

      Temnon stared at the oncoming ocean. “Rein? How long are the cliffs?”

      “Leagues upon leagues.”

      “Then never mind about the buildings. The hills may not be wide enough.” Temnon turned and yelled to Arch Mage Claude, still on the ground with the other adults. “Dad! The wave is wider than our barrier!”

      Claude shared a quick conversation with Chattaway and his wife. He lifted Serene onto a nearby centaur before enlisting the help of one himself.

      “Serene and I will enchant a shield to protect the sides,” he called to us. “Agnes, you must add a light shield on top of the buildings. Another twenty feet, at least.”

      “Got it,” I said, giving him a thumbs up.

      Serene and Claude galloped in opposite directions on the backs of centaurs, while Chattaway streaked down the lee side of the hill on a bird mount, gesturing urgently at Mythrion and Galdor. She spoke to them, and then the two tribes split and dashed off to cover the sides.

      Bean cleared his throat, still waiting for orders.

      “Bean,” I said, pointing at Serene. “The beautiful lady riding a centaur that way is the ambassador of First Earth and my very good friend. She will be occupied with her magical shield and will need someone to watch her back.”

      “Understood.” Bean saluted and darted off.

      In the distance, I heard a low rumble like static on Mom’s car radio. The sky was full of seabirds, crying over the ocean’s turmoil. The cold ocean breeze rushed over us and waged a coup against the warmth, chilling us all with cold and fear.

      Months of war experience turned on, and I found myself tense, leaning in, ready to engage the ocean and whatever it brought to me. The static grew, in volume and depth, until a great roar of water drowned out normal speech and we had to yell. The white, foaming crest of the water swelled, marking the tip. I couldn’t make out the mossy beach anymore.

      “Agnes.” Rein braced himself, his muscles hard with concern. “Tell me the tsunamis on your planet are always this big.”

      “I’m not very good at judging sizes from a distance,” I deflected. “Sorry.”

      Rein unfastened the front of his armor and stuffed Kinza’s rattle inside.

      “Forgive me, my lady,” he said to her. “You’ll be safer inside my armor, but I’m going to work up a sweat over the next few hours.”

      Kinza didn’t protest.

      Temnon turned to me. “I know you are a warrior now, but I still don’t want you standing on this building when that wave hits.”

      For once, I felt more confident in my strength than Temnon’s. He nearly died fighting the minotaur, didn’t sleep at all during the night, and had an emotional breakdown. I knew from personal experience how draining those could be.

      He read my face. “I’m okay, Agnes.” He reached up and stroked my hair. “I’m tougher than I look. See?”

      He flexed for me and slapped his firm bicep. I laughed. Guys were so lucky. Even at his physical worst he was stronger than me. I turned to face the ocean rushing onward. It crashed into the elves’ forest, snapping full-grown trees in half and tumbling them over the earth. The air was taut with energy, pushed into me by the ocean. I collected enough to fuel my spell.

      Time for some magic. I dove into myself and found my ocean of light heaving in excitement.

      We are ready, it told me.

      Ready to hold back the water?

      Ready to shine.

      That enthusiasm sounded good to me. Moving my hands back and forth, I mimicked the movement of the ocean, building the energy of magic until I stirred it into a powerful force. With a final push, I thrust my hands out and heard myself yelling my own terrifying battle cry.

      Temnon and Rein braced themselves against the staggering force of my massive spell, and a wave of light burst from me and flowed along the tops of the buildings. Thirty feet high and a mile long, it shimmered, reflecting the early sun.

      “Whoa,” Temnon breathed. “My hair is standing on end.”

      The tsunami reached the Fields of Honor and swept ever closer.

      “I probably shouldn’t go too far inland,” I said, running over the roof. “I don’t want the shield to waver.”

      I made a fireman’s pole out of light and slid down it. Temnon and Rein followed me.

      “You can leave a spell that big?” Rein asked, amazed.

      “I keep telling her,” Temnon said with his trademark teasing grin, “she has no idea how amazing she is.”

      Ninety meters to the left, Kinza told us, her telepathic voice tired. I believe that is where the apex of the wave will hit—the highest point.

      We headed left, the slope of the hills quickening our pace, when I heard Lumi in my insignia.

      “Agnes, the kelpies! They aren’t waiting for the water to recede before attacking. They are riding the wave right to you!”

      Mucksuckers.
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      Chattway’s clipped curse in my insignia accompanied me as I slid to a stop and turned. Above the buildings and twisted branches of the aridins in their tree form, my clear shield glittered. The roar of the waves grew even louder, and wind blew frantically. Several tiny whirlwinds spun in the grass, blue light caught up in the leaves.

      I heard Chattaway shouting orders through my insignia.

      “Pixies go invisible and assist by attacking any kelpies that make it through. Satyrs, shore up the outer edges. What in the blazes are those?” Pause. “They explode in water, you say? Then set up behind the elves and launch them over the barrier.”

      “Sounds like reinforcements have arrived,” Temnon said.

      In a flash of blue light, a few siren women appeared in front of Rein. Power depleted, they were in their basest form except for scaly human legs. Their patchy, stringy hair hung, and their webbed hands clung to thick sticks. It meant their ability to sing a new reality was gone.

      “Protect Chief Rein until your dying breaths,” one ordered the others, her pointed teeth and thin lips in a grim frown.

      Even in her hideous form, I knew who she was. I threw my arms around her. “I’m so happy to see you, Coralis.”

      And I meant it. Even if they did look like sea monsters.

      “Here it comes!” Temnon cried.

      Liquid tons of sea water rumbling up the hill shook the ground and I suddenly feared for the aridins. A wall of water, hard as steel and flexible as cloth, pounded my light shield and burst over the top in an explosion of energy.

      The hill didn’t hold back the water. It did the opposite. The energy generated by the earthquake pushed the water up the slope, raising it until it was high enough to crash over the top of our desperate barricade.

      Angry whinnies and determined battle cries blended with the roar of the ocean as kelpie couples galloped inside the crashing water over the barrier.

      “Release at will!” Mythrion shouted into his insignia.

      For miles on either side of me, a hailstorm of arrows arched over the dam and plunged into the water. Following the arrows, hundreds of little clay spheres flew. When they hit the water, they exploded.

      I raised my arm, cocked my crossbow, and smiled, knowing Ayda and Neller were somewhere behind me, ordering the tomte to launch an attack of cesium bombs.

      Even with the long-distance attacks slowing the tide of kelpies, the apex of water carried hundreds of warrior couples over the dam. The horses galloped on the tumbling water all the way to the ground. The water crashed into the line of elves, washing them back. Kelpie riders swung long poles with spiked mace heads in the universe’s deadliest game of polo. Rein and Temnon ran down the hill, toward the elven line, hands extended to hold back the water. Temnon’s magic filtered out weakly and Rein’s source of power was tied to Fourth Earth, so their efforts barely made a dent. The peak of the wave widened as more water reached the barrier and more kelpies rode their mounts into the front line.

      We needed more height to the dam, but most of my magic was already tied up in my massive shield. Out of ideas, I stared helplessly as kelpie warriors leaped over the barrier and galloped down the falling water to our washed-out forces.

      A powerful, warm wind pelted me, nearly knocking me over. It raced up the lee side of the hill and clashed against the coursing water. The two forces of nature wrestled at the top of my shield, the fierce wind blowing the seawater into a fine spray which rained down in sheets. At the top of my shield, kelpie couples slammed into the blowing wind. Repelled, they fell back behind the dam. Try as they might, they could not break through the blast of warm wind.

      What in the name of sweet Second Earth was happening?

      My truth nudged me, and I felt a quiet hole in the midst of the fighting and flooding. Someone watched me. Searching the quiet hole, I saw the vaguest outline surrounding a blue light in the center of a waist-high dust devil. So, the ever-present wind on Fourth Earth wasn’t just typical weather.

      “I see you,” I said. “You’ve been watching me this whole time.” The form nodded. The vague outline had familiar, pointed ears. “You saved me from falling into the ocean when the elven tornado spell caught me.”

      Again, it nodded. And this time, I heard a whisper.

      “I am alpha of the wind wolves, Seraph. We are the caretakers of the skies. We’ve been waiting for you.”

      The longer I looked at the form, the more I saw—wide paws, a furry ruff, and a long, narrow muzzle. “You are the beings Whisper mentioned. You told her I was coming.”

      Seraph opened his muzzle, and a long, happy tongue lolled out. “The young tomte has a sensitive nature. Few are able to hear our conversations.”

      Behind him, a thick, fluffy tail swept the wind with each wag. A wolf. A wolf made of wind. Caretakers of the sky? No wonder their rain was so predictable.

      “You bring in the rain from the ocean every ten days?” I asked the wolf.

      “Yes,” it said. “We have moved the sea for millennia, and it is time to change the direction of this battle.”

      Seraph lifted his muzzle and howled, the sound of the wind blowing through hollow trees. In a mighty rush, he joined his pack of hundreds in holding back the tsunami.

      Wind wolves. Cool.

      Rein, watch out! Kinza yelled.

      An armored dark kelpie warrior on a white horse galloped on top of the waves at Rein and Temnon. Purple smoke exploded out of Rein’s armor and pushed him away from the kelpie’s swinging mace. With the force of Kinza’s push, Rein carved a wake through the water. Kinza saved him from a caved-in skull, but the horse’s hoof clipped Temnon’s head. Temnon went rigid and sank beneath the water.

      “No!” I cried. I ran down the hill into the water, keeping my eyes locked on where Temnon went under.

      The sun flashed on green scales as one of the sirens dove for Temnon. Half a second later, they surfaced, and the siren held Temnon’s head above the tumbling waves. But, between me and my wounded boyfriend, the dark kelpie stood.

      “I’ve found you, human witch!” His deep voice echoed inside his helmet.

      Crap. The kelpie and his white mount didn’t slow. With that deadly pole swinging, he aimed for me, pushing the water before him.

      I braced as the cold water hit me at chest level and raised my crossbow. I sent one shaft into his thigh and disarmed him with a second shaft. He grunted in pain but urged the horse over the water. I pointed my crossbow at the horse’s oncoming chest, but hesitated. Where should I aim?

      I took too long to decide.

      “Koban, stop!” The warrior shouted.

      It was Orion. Of all the kelpies fighting around me, I had to get the one who knew who I was.

      He leaped over the top of his wife’s head as her hooves skidded on the water. Before I knew it, he strode across the water’s surface, yanking off his helmet and drawing a knife with his good hand.

      “Why did you hesitate?” he demanded, his deep, intimidating voice triggering my anxiety. “You can disarm me but can’t hit a mare right in front of you? Why did you hesitate?”

      Terrified, I paddled with my free arm and sloshed backward through the water as he advanced on me.

      “I don’t know horse anatomy,” I yelled back at him. “I don’t know how to injure her without causing permanent damage.”

      He flung his arms in a gesture of irony. “You destroyed millions of harpies in a ball of witch’s flame! Why kill harpies and spare kelpies?”

      I planted my feet and lowered my crossbow. I let him come close enough to crouch down and press the knife on my throat. Daring me to answer, he glared with his furious, dark eyes.

      With all the unyielding determination I could muster, I said, “I can tell who is evil and who is good.”

      His eyes darted while he considered my answer, and his fingers shifted on the hilt of his knife. Then, he hardened again. “Why does Suelta grow in power, while the rest of us fade?”

      Quietly, but no less determined, I said, “You don’t need me to tell you the answer.”

      He took the knife from my neck and stood upright, still glaring. “She steals magic from us. How?”

      “How doesn’t matter. It’s already done. The magic on Fourth Earth no longer flows.”

      With a snarling grunt, he paced angrily on the receding water. His boots squished in mud before he finally stopped and pressed both hands into his temples.

      “Your words have crowded my head since we found you. They deny me my peace.” He kicked the mud in frustration. “You could have killed my family. You did not. You claim to fight for all of us and have backed up your claims with your actions. This would have been simple if you had attacked me in earnest.”

      “I’m…sorry?”

      He smirked at my ironic apology and tucked his knife into his belt. “I fear I have chosen the wrong side.”

      I lifted a palm and invited him to view the battlefield. “Only you can answer that.”

      Before us, the tribes of Fourth Earth engaged in a violent battle. Cries of hatred and pain filled the air, and the foam of the ocean was tinged pink by the spilled blood of fellow citizens.

      Regret filled his dark eyes. He walked back to the white mare and laid a tender hand on her face.

      “Koban,” he said. “I have failed our people. I heard the truth but chose to believe lies. I could have convinced the ruling council to rethink our allegiances, but I did nothing. Signal the others to stop the attack.”

      With a toss of her thick, silky mane, Koban cried out a long whinny. The cry was heard and passed on through the kelpie ranks. The warrior couples backed cautiously up the hill to the dam.

      “Allied clans of Fourth Earth,” I said into my insignia. “Stand down. Stop the attacks on the kelpies. We are engaging in talks.”

      The land tribes, weapons cocked and ready, stood at the bottom of the hill, waiting for further orders. High above the heads of the kelpies, the wall of wind held firm while the ocean completed its surge. A few additional swells of the tsunami train pushed against my shield, but then the water level receded. Relieved, I let the shield fall. The vast amounts of magic returned to my reserves.

      Face set in decision, Orion strode to me with Koban following. “I must atone for my inaction,” he said. “Warn your people, child. The harpies were the first wave, we were the second. There is one more.”

      What the freaking cuss? There’s more? How much can that siren psycho freak throw at us? I felt a tiny tremble in my lip.

      “What do you mean?” I asked him.

      “I don’t know how Suelta did it,” he said, “but this wave originated at our cliffs. They shifted, and the water bucked.”

      I nodded, knowing that much at least.

      “In the ocean’s center,” he said, “there are much deeper cliffs,” he paused. “You said you know evil and good. The deepest recesses of our oceans house an ancient evil, a monstrous demon of water. The mighty krakens beyond our cliffs are insects in comparison. If awakened, the demon will destroy all life on this planet without conscience.”

      My lip trembled harder. I pressed my mouth into a tight frown. “Does Suelta know about it?”

      “She does. She promised to stop shifting the cliffs if we conquered the land tribes.”

      Another lie. I shook my head. “She doesn’t have the power to do that.”

      Orion took a moment to understand me. “But that can’t be. She started the shifting. She cannot stop it?” With one look at my terrified expression, his hands fell slack at his sides. “I have condemned my tribe to extinction.”

      Koban threw back her head in a mournful whinny. Shining with blue light, she changed into a woman. She fell to her knees, her whinny broken into human sobs.

      “Orion, what will happen to Cetus? Our son! My poor, brave foal!”

      The grief-stricken keening drew the attention of the tense kelpie warriors nearby.

      Orion knelt by her. His knees sunk into the mud, and his muscled arms enfolded her shaking shoulders.

      “The heavens,” she cried to the sky, “have they no mercy? After trying so hard to give him a secure future, we have destined him to death.”

      Orion bent his head; his black hair mingled with Koban’s white locks. He muttered darkly, “Mother Tethys. Hope is lost. This planet shall become our crypt.”

      Panic rippled through the kelpie army as the news passed from warrior to warrior. Stunned by Koban’s heart-wrenching sorrow and Orion giving up all hope, I shivered. The pervasive panic wormed its way into my heart, up my throat, and into my head.

      Without magic to nourish the planet, the sun larva wouldn’t go to sleep. If the sun larva didn’t go to sleep, the water monster would destroy the planet. If the water monster destroyed the planet, I couldn’t unite the tribes. If I couldn’t unite the tribes, Sharir would never be stopped. If Sharir couldn’t be stopped, the whole universe would become a crypt. The catastrophes lined up like a spiral row of dominos circling the drain of doom.

      Koban sobbed into Orion’s chest. His own tears of fear and shame flowed just as freely.

      I looked over to where Temnon lay in the grass. Rein loosened his uniform collar. Kinza pooled in a limp puff on the wet ground. Her pale, pink smoke was as weak as mist after pushing Rein from the charging kelpies.

      Everyone was going to die.

      Something snapped in my chest. It wasn’t anger. It wasn’t fear.

      It was reality, crushing my dreams.

      This had to end. And there was only one way to end it. Rein’s eternal union with a powerful mage would restore the magic of Fourth Earth. Orion was right. Sacrifice was as noble as truth.

      I stood and walked to Rein, making my plan as I sloshed through the mud. I’d take Rein to the center of the planet, agree to marry him, and give my magic to Fourth Earth. With the prophecy fulfilled, he’d regain the power to sing the sun larva back to sleep. Simple.

      Then why do you tremble in fear and regret? asked my magic.

      My lip trembled so hard I had to bite it. My breath quickened and came in uneven bursts. I was on the verge of hyperventilating.

      Because, I cried at my magic, I don’t want to marry Rein.

      I couldn’t desert Temnon after what happened in the minotaur pit. Would he understand or fall deeper into depression? How could I expect him to understand when I didn’t?

      Holy sheesh! I yelled at myself inside my head. He hated himself for dumping me when I needed him most, and now, I’m doing the exact same thing to him!

      As I reached Temnon and those gathered around him, I knelt by his unconscious body. Trying to talk calmly while stifling sobs, my jaw locked in that weird way.

      “Coralis?” I forced myself to speak. “Remember that time I borrowed your clan’s harp that contains the siren song for sleep? We need it again.”

      Coralis staggered to her feet, fighting to keep her legs from regressing into a tail.

      “Yes, Arch Mage. It is at Chattaway’s base camp. I will find someone with enough magic to fetch it.”

      She waved down a bunch of pixies. It was a smart choice. They needed little magic to be effective and were big enough to carry the harp.

      I shrugged out of my backpack and dug through it until I found Lord Chevlin’s healing circlet. I laid it on Temnon’s wet hair. His eyes fluttered, then opened. He tried to sit up but flopped his head back down into my lap.

      “Concussions are the worst,” he said.

      “Tell me about it.” My teeth clattered against my locked jaw.

      Chattaway’s shrill voice drifted up from my insignia. “Someone report why hundreds of kelpie warriors are standing by the dam staring at me.”

      “Temporary truce,” I said. “Don’t attack the kelpies. Serene and Claude, save your magic for now but be ready for the next tsunami.”

      “Another is coming?” Serene sounded tired. “You’re certain?”

      I laid both hands on Temnon’s cold cheeks. “Yes, unless Rein and I can get the sun larva to sleep.”

      Rein looked at me, startled at the suggestion. “There is no point. Without nature magic to feed it—”

      I cut him off. “Do you have enough magic to sing your song of luring and keep me awake while I telepathically send the harp’s song of sleep to the sun larva’s mind?”

      His eyes shifted to a dark, sad gray. “I think so, but...”

      Temnon’s eyes narrowed in confusion, and his arms went stiff. I knew he hated the idea of Rein singing to me, especially the song of luring, but it was the only song strong enough to overpower the song of sleep contained in the harp.

      I looked up to avoid Temnon’s apprehensive stare. “Arch Mage Claude?” I asked into my insignia. “We’ll need our core diving armor.”

      “At Rowan’s.” He didn’t sound as tired as Serene. “Need anything else?”

      “Bring my pallet of science weapons.”

      Better be prepared. Colucci said those navy mines could blast a hole in a sea monster. If I failed to put the sun larva to sleep, Temnon and his parents could use them on whatever crawled out of the ocean.

      Temnon gripped my wrist. “What are you planning?”

      The pupils of his blue eyes were different sizes. The rose-gold magic of Lord Chevlin soaked into his head and flooded into his limbs and torso as well. I wasn’t surprised. He got pretty beat up fighting the minotaur. With so many injuries, it might take time for the magic circlet to piece together something as physically complex as a brain.

      “Shh,” I said, stroking my thumb along his cheek. “Let your head rest. This battle might get worse.”

      I told Temnon, Rein, and Kinza what Orion said about the deep cliffs further out in the ocean, and the horrible water demon living in the fathoms below.

      “I’m hoping the navy mines will help,” I concluded.

      Rein sank to his knees. “Maybe with the water demon,” Rein said, “but we can’t hold back a tsunami originating in the ocean’s center.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Rein pointed past the dam. “You said the deep ocean, correct? An earthquake in the relatively shallow waters spilled over these hills easily. An earthquake in the deep ocean will displace more water. By the time it reaches the Lorelai Atoll...”

      I got the picture. The cliffs housing the kelpie clan would lift all that deep ocean water up far beyond our pathetic barrier. The flood of evil continued to threaten us unless I could put the sun larva to sleep.

      Temnon sat up, steadying his dizzy wobble with both hands in the mud.

      “Feeling better, Tem?” I asked.

      “Somewhat,” he said, “but my magic hasn’t recovered enough to drill into the core.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’ve been in the heart of this planet before. I’ll transport.”

      “Into the core?” Temnon’s tone rose in worry. “Do you know how far that is?”

      I smiled at him. “I know. I’m going to have to depend on Rein to keep me safe until the transport sickness passes.”

      “No way,” Temnon said, struggling to his knees. “I don’t like this at all.”

      “It’s the only way,” I said, my voice barking like I had condemned myself to certain doom. I took a breath and controlled myself for Temnon’s sake. “If the harp works for even a little bit, it will give Fourth Earth time to evacuate or form a plan or something. If we don’t go, an earthquake is certain to happen. You are the most familiar with my Second Earth technology. I need you to figure out how to arm the naval mines while I connect with the sun larva. Maybe I can get it to calm down.”

      It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. I think Temnon knew it. He nodded and stood up, head hanging forlornly.

      Claude appeared in front of me in a large flash of blue light. A tracer spell brought my pallet of science stuff and three sets of red armor.

      “Perfect,” I said.

      Claude threw up.

      “Seraph,” I called to the wind. “Can I talk to you, please?”

      “Who is Seraph?” Rein asked.

      “Alpha of the wind wolves,” I said. “Jeez, Rein, a chief should know about the guardians of the sky. Who do you think brings in the rain with such precision?”

      The teasing gave me a fraction of reprieve from my self-decided fate.

      A dust devil swirled down the hill and waited in front of me. “Another tidal wave is coming, Seraph,” I said. “From where the ocean is deepest. Do you know the place?”

      He nodded. The others stared at the dust devil, hoping to see something other than a dust devil.

      “Can you and your pack watch for it? And come back to warn the others when it is on its way?”

      With a happy pant, he said, “We will find the young tomte. She will hear our warnings.”

      He took off, howling and blowing us until we were bone dry, then he headed to his pack on the barrier.

      Rein clutched Kinza’s rattle in utter disbelief. “Wind wolves exist?”

      I shook him out of his surprise by chucking his armor at him. Still eyeing me, Temnon resolutely cut the strapping on the pallet. I ripped off the wrap-around dress covering my military armor and stepped into my red core armor.

      “The big ones are the naval mines,” I explained to Temnon. “Find the instruction manuals and match the serial numbers to the arming codes.”

      “Got it,” he said. “Once the mines are live, will launching them set them off?”

      “Yes,” I said, guessing. I didn’t stutter, so I guessed right.

      “I can place them,” Coralis said, returning with the harp. “My magic is gone, soon my legs will revert back into a tail. I can lay these traps at the edge of the abyss and hopefully destroy the demon.”

      I hoped so too. “Maybe Grimmal and Lumi will carry you out far enough that you don’t blow up the Lorelai Atoll.”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “Someday we can rebuild.” I got the impression that she didn’t believe that could ever happen.

      I lifted my backpack from the ground and adjusted the straps to fit Temnon. “Take care of this for me,” I said to him. “It’s full of important stuff.”

      He nodded and cinched it tight. I was so grateful for him.

      I yanked the red core armor over my regular gray set. It glittered with the specialized enchantments invented to keep us alive in the core. I’d never been to a core without Temnon or Grimmal. Could I even do this without Grimmal’s strength and Temnon’s matter shaping? The quick breaths of panic returned. I pulled on my helmet to prevent Temnon from hearing my lungs rasping.

      Rein picked up the third set of armor and opened it up. He shoved the harp inside it. I looked at him, wondering why he did that.

      “What?” he said. “Nobody else is using it. Would you want a harp digging into your chest in the core? Last time I had bruises for months.”

      Bless Rein’s little heart. Somehow his confidence lifted me.

      He closed the armor around the harp, dropped it by the weapons pallet and crouched to the ground with the rattle in his hand. What was left of Kinza trailed along the ground and filtered weakly into the silver rattle.

      “Take care of Kinza, buddy,” Rein said, handing the rattle to Temnon. “She’s really fragile right now. A trip to the core is too much for her.”

      Temnon nodded and gently set the rattle on the pallet while he searched for the manual.

      Kinza, I asked telepathically. You okay? She didn’t answer. If you can still hear me, I’m so glad I met you. And, if you’re gone before I get back, please, forgive me for not being with you. I’m so sorry.

      I heard no words, but a heart-clenching draft of loneliness blew through my mind. I let out a broken sob into my helmet. I bit my lip, hunched over, and grappled with my grief and panic. Every second that ticked by brought us closer to the second tidal wave. At least with Fourth Earth’s magic restored, the clans had a fighting chance to escape. At least, those who chose to leave could. I didn’t believe for a minute Galdor would leave, and if he didn’t, Mythrion wouldn’t either. Stubborn fools. Die now or later, Sharir was coming.

      Things couldn’t get worse, but somewhere in the deep fathoms of my own soul, I had a spark of hope that my temporary sacrifice would lead to a permanent solution. A spark was all I needed. If I even wanted to believe, it would grow in me. And I did. I wanted to believe a miracle could happen.

      That tiny spark of hope chased away my panic and pulled me upright.

      I activated the telepathic insignia inside my helmet. “Testing,” I said.

      Rein nodded to indicate he heard me and grabbed the spare armor containing the harp from the ground. “I’m ready.”

      Temnon pulled back my helmet and wrapped his arms around me. “I love you, Agnes,” he said, “and I’ll support you. No matter what you decide you have to do.”

      Tears flooded my eyes. He knew. He had to know. Why else would he say something like that?

      My jaw locked again. “I love you, too, Tem.”

      Oblivious of what was happening between Tem and me, Rein said, “You’d better put a tracer on me, so I can save my magic for the song.”

      I kissed Temnon and whispered a tracer spell for Rein and the armor carrying the harp.

      “Then after you, my lady,” Rein teased, giving me a mock bow.

      Temnon looked like he was going to be sick. I stepped back from him, unable to stop the tears from flowing down my face. Ash-white and teeth clenched, he put Lord Chevlin’s circlet on my head.

      “Maybe it will help with the sickness,” he said, pulling on my helmet.

      Unable to answer without my voice cracking, I nodded. I accessed my magic and focused on the heart of the ailing sun larva. The love of my life blurred from sight, and I dragged my future husband and the spare suit holding his clan’s magic harp to the core of Fourth Earth.
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      I think I passed out. Desperately wanting to avoid vomit sloshing around in my enclosed helmet, I choked back the nausea until I blacked out. Something shook me, and I came to. I knew I had to be in the core, the heat and pressure of the whole planet pressed on me. An orange glow of molten iron monopolized my field of vision.

      “Agnes, we need a light shield,” I heard from my insignia. “A shield! Hurry!”

      I sort of jumped and a light shield erupted. “Is it attacking?” I slurred.

      Something turned me around, and a guy inside a helmet peered at me. Oh, yeah. Rein. He looked different. The lighting inside his helmet lit his olive skin and gray eyes, but the overwhelming orange of the magma made all the green in his hair disappear. In the core, he looked completely human.

      “This core acts weird,” he continued. “It’s totally still, then a huge wave pushes us. We were about to get sucked into the circulatory system. We don’t have time to float around a planet for twenty minutes. You okay in there?”

      “For now,” I said, watching rose-gold magic from Lord Chevlin’s circlet trail down the inside of my helmet.

      An enchantment of organized circles activated, and I didn’t feel dizzy anymore. The gravitational pull spell on my suit helped me find which way was up, and my stomach settled. Rein held onto the harp inside the armor, while the limp legs and sleeves hung suspended in the molten iron.

      “Let’s be quick and quiet,” Rein said. “This larva is already sick. I don’t want to agitate it and be the cause of another earthquake.”

      “I’ll try and connect to its mind.”

      I closed my eyes, but the insistent orange glow penetrated my eyelids. This was so much easier with Temnon beside me. I missed his strength.

      I recentered my focus and extended my telepathy, reaching out until I found a vast mind. Worried about entering the sun larva’s mind while it was awake, I cautiously slipped into the outer edge of its consciousness.

      The frenzied mind sucked me in like a drowning man pulling down a lifeguard.

      I thrashed like a fish out of water. Gasping for air, I sank into a black pit of death. I can’t die! My siblings need me. Desperate to cling to life, my nervous system jolted, and I flopped in a spasm. All else forgotten, I used every ounce of focus I had to survive.

      A scream sounded from everywhere—outside, inside, and in between.

      The scream didn’t matter. Wait, to a part of me, it did.

      “Agnes! Wake up!”

      Pain raked in my heart. Another spasm clenched within me. More desperate screams tugged my focus away from surviving.

      Rein! Help me!

      I knew the small voice. It meant something. I tried to remember and called up a memory of purple smoke.

      Kinza?

      What in the actual cuss? Tearing myself from the mind of the sun larva and back into reality, I opened my eyes. Rein was pushing himself through the molten sludge, chasing after the spare suit with the harp inside. All around me, the glowing magma convulsed in unconscious seizures. The sun larva was dying. I felt it.

      “Kinza!” Rein yelled as the convulsions carried the lighter, unmanned suit away. “Agnes, you dropped your shield, and she’s in the spare suit!”

      “She’s what?”

      Rein paddled with wild limbs after the limp suit. “She rolled her rattle into the spare suit when we weren’t looking. Use your light to grab her!”

      I shot a stream of light to the suit and curved a hook on the end. I caught the suit with the hook and pulled at it.

      “Hurry!” Rein shouted.

      I soon felt why he panicked. A wave of heat descended on us. The same type of desperate, self-preservation heat that the sun larva on Second Earth used to defend itself. The heavy, pressing wave that killed Sempira.

      “Holy sheesh,” I cursed, yanking on the hook.

      The planetary frenzied spasm raced at us. Reaching out, Rein snatched the suit and pulled it into his chest, turning his back to the wave. I threw up a light shield, but I didn’t fully protect my friends in time. It washed over us, pushing us to the back of the sun larva’s heart. In the glow, Rein floated, still, and hunched protectively over the nearly empty suit.

      “Rein?” I clumsily pushed through the liquid metal to get to him. “Rein?”

      Shaking him gently, I peered into his facemask. His eyes fluttered open and closed. “Did I get her in time?” he asked.

      “Kinza?” I whimpered. “Are you still with us?”

      No answer. I heard myself breathing fast. Pressing the empty suit, I felt the harp. Near Rein’s hands, the slim handle jutted out. Rein hugged the egg-shaped bulb to his chest.

      The faintest voice whispered in my head. Rein. You saved me again.

      “Why—why did you come?” Rein asked her, painfully. “It wasn’t safe.”

      Another pause, far too long for comfort.

      I didn’t want to be alone when I ended.

      Rein let out a long, shuddering, pained breath. “You aren’t alone, my treasure. We will go together.”

      Rein absorbed a dose of the heat. He was toast. I burst into tears. I couldn’t save any of them. Not Rein, not Kinza, no one on the surface—even the sun larva was moments from death. I wrapped my arms around Rein with Kinza’s rattle smashed between us. Not knowing what else to do, I solidified my light shield to protect us from the death spasms of the dying star.

      Sobbing, I couldn’t take it anymore. I was too late. I should have come here first, but if I did, who would have died on the surface? Temnon? No, I could never handle losing him. All this time as a warrior, watching soldiers fall all around me, now I had to lose two of my best friends in my arms.

      What could I have done differently? I cried in anguish and tortured myself trying to find a way out of this inescapable series of events.

      Between my arms, I felt Rein’s chest expand for the last time.

      “Kinza,” he whispered with a rattling breath, “will you marry me?”

      Yes.

      Then nothing. No Rein, no Kinza. I was alone with my sobs. How could I explain what happened to those on the surface?

      Within my tragic embrace, a volcanic eruption of magic burst from the empty suit. It thrummed through the core with vitality and strength I’d never felt before, not even when I activated the magic on my own planet. The heat wave death throes of the sun larva calmed.

      The empty suit expanded and hardened. The arms and legs extended, and a young, tan face surrounded by hair as red as a sports car filled the face shield.

      My spark of hope flared into a raging fire. I grabbed the face mask and stared into the purple eyes of the redhead inside.

      “Kinza?” I gulped.

      “What happened?” she gaped at me. “What happened to my voice? Why do you look funny? Why does my chest hurt so much?”

      I burst into a confused mix of laughter and tears.

      “Kinza, you committed to Rein! You are the one in Delphi’s prophecy. ‘A mage with the magic of a whole planet.’ Delphi wasn’t talking about a specific planet; she was talking about someone extremely powerful. And who is more powerful than a genie?”

      It took only an instant for Kinza to comprehend what just happened. She stared at Rein’s paling face inside his mask.

      “He protected me from the heat wave. He’s dying,” she said. “Don’t you leave me, my siren prince. Not just as we found each other.”

      She pushed Rein’s helmet against mine and held up her hand, which absolutely sparkled with thick, purple magic. I felt my hair rustle, and Chevlin’s healing circlet slipped from my head. Amazed, I watched the solid silver phase through two sets of enchanted armor and rest on Rein’s black hair. Rose-gold magic coursed to the damaged areas, followed by traces of Maudine’s life magic. Soon Rein’s color improved, and his chest rose and fell with breath.

      The magma glittered like a starry, orange sky. I’d never seen so much magic in one place. Maybe this wasn’t over after all.

      Kinza didn’t bother with the magma. She had eyes only for Rein.

      “Of all of Delphi’s prophecies,” she said softly, pressing her clear face shield to Rein’s, “the siren prince was my favorite. Such a romantic tale—but I didn’t dare to hope. I was sure Sharir would find me.”

      It was the sweetest thing ever, but I still had a world to save. I knocked on her shield.

      “Sorry, Kinza, but you have to save the sun larva. We have to stop the earthquakes on the surface.”

      She yelped in unbelief. “I cannot do that!”

      “Yes, you can. You are now the most powerful mage on Fourth Earth. That makes you the Arch Mage, unless someone wants to challenge you, and if they do, they can do it after you get the magic flowing through the core.”

      Her gorgeous purple eyes widened. “You are spouting nonsense.”

      “Temnon isn’t here to put us perfectly in the center,” I said, ignoring her self-doubt, “but we don’t have time to be picky. Gather all your magic in your chest, push it out through your head and pull it in through your feet. Think of yourself as the catalyst for a giant fountain, only the water flows like this.” I made a fist and traced a spiral around it with my finger.

      “How many spirals?” she asked. “Be specific, or I might make a mistake.”

      “The magic has followed this path since the planet’s creation,” I said. “It will flow properly.”

      She tilted her head, thinking. “Like water filling a dry riverbed?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      Kinza closed her eyes. An incredible amount of purple magic gathered in a furious cloud around her. Rein and I drifted away from her as she gathered it. She threw her arms above her head and the purple magic as thick as a skyscraper blasted from her hands.

      I took Rein’s wrist and sent a rope of light to anchor us to Kinza. With all that power buzzing, I didn’t want to drift out of sight.

      After several minutes, the purple magic flowed into her feet from below, completing the magical circuit.

      “This feels right,” she called to me.

      Kinza carefully extracted herself from the center of the flow and made her way over to us.

      “Sands below,” Kinza said, “having a body is exhausting. I’ve never used my own energy to fuel a spell before.”

      Oops. I didn’t even think of that. I’d better not ask her to do anything else until she understood the rules of being mortal.

      Kinza stared at Rein through his shield. “I’m whole.”

      She whispered it, love pouring through the clear face shield. Rein’s head lifted, and his eyes rolled a bit while he brought them into focus. He stared, confused at first, but then his mouth split into a thrilled smile.

      “Kinza?” he said. “You’re so beautiful! Look at your hair.”

      Kinza blushed. And then blushed because she was unfamiliar with blushing. “It’s because you said you love the sunset,” she admitted shyly.

      “You remembered that?” he asked.

      “I remember everything you’ve done for me. You’ve protected me and spoken to me with respect. And best of all, you treat me like a treasure. I could never ask for a more honorable man.”

      That clicked in my brain. Honorable. That’s how Rein acted around Kinza. He must truly love her to get over his flirtatious teasing and grow up. Hah. Proof he didn’t really love me. He treated Kinza the way Hawkins treated his mother. Siren love truly was a rare and precious bounty.

      I was kind of mad at myself for not seeing it sooner. Duh.

      “Oh, Agnes,” Kinza gushed, “when you summoned me in Dame Maudine’s study I had no idea it would lead to such happiness!” She lowered her thick, black lashes over her purple eyes. “I do regret treating you poorly after our initial meeting, though. I behaved like a spoiled child. I hope you can find peace enough to forgive me.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time to make it up to me,” I said. “Still trying to save the planet right now. I’m going to connect to the sun larva and see if starting the flow of magic worked. I’m not sick or dead, just concentrating.”

      I closed my eyes and tried once again to enter the baby sun’s mind. Accessing my magic, I sent my attention deep into the orange glow. I hunted for the sun larva’s conscience, but for the longest time, I felt only emptiness. After what seemed forever, a pinprick of consciousness glowed in the distance. I approached but felt no response to my presence.

      Cuss buckets. Were we too late? The sun larvae I’d explored before had universally expanded minds, but this poor, starved creature barely clung to life. If it was even still alive.

      Is it dead? I asked my magic.

      You don’t think so, it answered. At least not completely.

      I have to go to the very center.

      My magic paused. Or my own fear made me hesitate. Sometimes it was hard to tell what went on in my own head.

      We must go to the very center. But cautiously.

      That sounded reasonable. Slowly, carefully, I inched my own mind to the edge of the pinprick of awareness. Just outside the tiny glow, I stopped. The glow may have been small, but it hummed with power far beyond its size. I felt the danger but also an invitation. The glow wanted me to join it. I didn’t understand why, but I felt like not entering was the wrong choice.

      Shushing the warning alarms of my own self-preservation, I entered the light.
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      My id vanished. No longer a self, I became as one. Eternities were our minutes and great individuals were a part of our self-acceptance. In this eternity, we sent our knowledge to an unhatchling on the brink of death. For eons it had fought for survival. Without enough magic, we encouraged it to take in matter, an unpleasant source of nourishment, but the only option. Now, as we hoped, the magic flowed once again.

      We felt it coursing through the unhatchling, providing life. Better than life, this new source of magic was pure and powerful, enough to evacuate the matter and return the unhatchling to full health. We gave it knowledge that it might release the congesting matter from every cell and replace it with nourishing magic.

      The young one responded. We all felt the oozing release of the matter as it was expelled from the cells back into the shell from whence it came. To the great relief of the young one, the shell regained its former size. Able to melt into comfortable rightness once again, the unhatchling succumbed to the exhaustion and reclaimed the natural state of sleep.

      But total comfort escaped us. The visitor had ingrained herself within us. This wouldn’t do. She had one more to help. One more colony faced the disaster of falling into the insatiable pull of emptiness. She had to leave and regain her own destiny.

      A tearing, ripping sensation filled me. I was rejected and expelled from the warmth of the one. Crying, begging to be allowed to stay, I resisted.

      Not yet, they said. You must earn your place in your own colony.

      “But I’m not a sun larva.” I found my voice, and I hated the sound of it. “I will never have a colony.”

      Not one as ours. You build your colony with each soul you touch. Your colony is different, but no less confirming. No less accepting.

      I was Agnes again. In my own body, with my own tears streaming down my face. Kinza, holding Rein, watched me with concern.

      “The heat is growing unbearable,” Kinza said as my eyes flipped open. “Can we leave now?”

      The enchantments on our suits were barely holding. Even though my experience in the hive mind seemed like seconds, hours of mortal time had passed. I firmly concentrated on the back side of the hill we left hours ago and activated a transportation spell. My tracing spell still active, I dragged Kinza and Rein with me.

      Dizzy and sick from transporting, I fell over, but something strange caught my attention. I didn’t land on anything. I floated in deep water. Why was I floating in water? I took a big breath and released it slowly, bringing my focus back online. My vision cleared up to a very confusing scene. The hill where I’d left Temnon was submerged and bare of the armies that occupied it before. A tomte war pole lay on the ground beneath the water, its leather sling floating peacefully above. Did our actions in the core cause a second tsunami? One big enough to wipe out the whole coast? I paddled my arms, frantically searching for any sign of Temnon.

      He was nowhere in sight, but I remembered, he had been next to Coralis. She would keep him safe, right?

      I blinked my eyes, trying to make sense of the scene, but a constant glittering interfered with the details. Magic. It glittered in the water, on the drowned grass of the hill, and on the fish that now swam around me. It literally coated every surface of the mystical planet. No wonder everyone suffered and fought. They were starving as surely as the sun larva.

      A few feet away, Kinza’s red hair floated as she pulled back Rein’s helmet. The magic imbued water revived him, and his eyes flicked open. Within seconds he swelled with strength. The green sheen in his hair raced in striking contrast to his black locks. His skin rippled like the sun streaming onto the water. Smiling at Kinza like he’d never known sadness, Rein flexed his fingers.

      “My magic is stronger than ever,” his enchanted insignia carried his voice to my helmet. “It wasn’t a dream?” he said to Kinza, still grinning at her. “Unbelievable.”

      “What is unbelievable?” she asked. “You can’t believe I had enough magic to replenish your world?”

      “No,” he said, smoothing back her hair. “I can’t believe a treasure like you would accept the proposal of an outcast like me.”

      “Outcast?” Kinza objected. “I see only a handsome prince who loves me truly.”

      I couldn’t talk or breathe underwater like they could, so I used telepathy.

      Speaking of true loves, can we go find Temnon now? You may not have noticed, but this hill wasn’t under water when we left it.

      “What hill?” Rein finally realized where we were. “This is where we battled the kelpies.” His water shaping back in full force, he jetted around the hill, taking in the scene. “Let’s go up top and take a look.”

      He clapped his hands and opened them slowly, creating an open space in the water. Once Kinza and I found our footing, he made the elevator rise past the shattered buildings, uprooted trees and destroyed war machines floating around us.

      On the surface, water stretched for miles. In the distance, massive ranges of mountains I’d never seen before grew high into the sky. What I thought was the Lorelai Atoll was now an expansive island with mountainous peaks. The mountains, the air, the water—everything glittered with magic.

      I pushed back my helmet to see better.

      “Is this Fourth Earth?” Rein breathed in shock.

      Galloping hooves splashed and a large, black stallion bearing a noble elf thundered to me.

      “Arch Mage Agnes!”

      “Chief Mythrion? Orion?” I gasped. “What is going on?”

      “We expected you to answer that,” Orion told me. “For the last several hours, the earth has been shaking. The water level rose, but so did the land.”

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, not seeing Temnon and starting to worry. “Was there another tsunami?”

      “It was most extraordinary,” Mythrion said. “Everyone fell to the ground and bounced like dust on a drum, and the water swept in, but it wasn’t a wave, more like a gradual rise. The kelpies all shifted to horses to carry those who couldn’t swim to land. Many centaurs transported to the atoll.”

      “So Temnon is safe? And Serene and Claude?”

      Mythrion shifted his gaze away from me. “I don’t know for certain. You can’t imagine the panic and destruction that happened in so short a time. I do know the siren clan regained their ability to change reality, and Prince Temnon was near the sirens when the water flowed in. Now tell us what has happened.”

      Coralis probably took the Odonatas to the atoll, er, island, or maybe small continent? It was the closest land mass. I hoped they weren’t hurt. Mythrion and Orion stared at me with impatience, expecting an answer to the question. Unwilling to show them the pure connection shared in the hive mind through a telepathic image, I settled for a verbal explanation.

      “Kinza has committed to Rein, and together they have fulfilled the Seer’s prophecy and replenished the magic of Fourth Earth. The sun larva in your core survived starvation by consuming matter. Now that it has magic nourishing it, it gave the matter back. Fourth Earth has been restored to its original state of creation.”

      Mythrion gaped at me. I tried to keep it simple, but I think his brain exploded.

      “Original state?” he said. “What do you mean?”

      “Your planet is bigger. More oceans, more land.” I cupped my hands tightly. “This is Fourth Earth before”—I expanded my hands forming a larger ball—“this is Fourth Earth now. Your clans will have to rebuild, but you have plenty of territory to build on.”

      He still stared at me, his head tilted slightly to the side, but Orion whinnied loudly and pranced on the water’s surface.

      “Lady Agnes,” he crowed, “you did it! You’ve saved our planet! Come, Mythrion, let us spread the good tidings to all the clans.”

      He galloped away, carrying the slightly dazed elf in the direction of the atoll. Whatever. I needed to find the Odonatas.

      “Rein, can you get us to the atoll? Or island?”

      He replied by holding out a hand and jetting water into the ocean behind us. He reshaped the solid water tension into a more streamlined shape. and we propelled across the water’s surface in an invisible speedboat.

      He whooped with joy. “It feels so good to have my magic at full power again!” Eyes glittering with that longing, green emerald, he looked at Kinza. “It’s all because of you, my treasure,” he told her. “You are truly priceless, the solution to all.”

      She sidled close to him. “I’m unpracticed,” she said, coyly, “but I’ve heard hugs release a chemical in bodies that cause joy.”

      Grinning that infamous, flirty grin, Rein wrapped his free arm around her waist and pulled her in. “How did an incredible woman like you ever fall for me?”

      She slipped both arms around his neck. “Interesting question,” she said, pondering as she met his intense, green-eyed gaze. “To be honest, I think I’ve loved you for thousands of years already.”

      “How can that be?” Rein said, shocked. “You know I’ve only existed for twenty or so, right?”

      I chuckled. “Your prophecy,” I explained to Rein. “Kinza has always loved your story, even before you came along and fulfilled it.”

      Kinza nodded, her crimson hair catching the wind. “Then I did meet you and you led your clan with respect and nobility. I didn’t dare hope, but as the days passed, I found myself yearning for a word, a glimpse—anything relating to you.”

      “You are the handsome prince in a little girl’s fairy tale, Rein,” I added. But that didn’t quite fit with my experience, and I reconsidered. “Or the bad boy rogue in a romance novel. Either way, congratulations.”

      “You are both wrong,” he grinned. “I’m nothing more than a lucky sod who stumbled onto a prize far beyond what I deserve.” Then, he spoke only to Kinza, “But rest assured, my little jiniri, I fully intend to spend every day earning your devotion.”

      He released his water jet to embrace his love in a strong hug. To our surprise, Kinza yelped and pulled away, her brows scrunched with disappointment.

      “Agnes,” she said, her hurt, purple eyes turned to me. “Sadie lied. Hugs fill me with pain, not joy.”

      Tears rose, held back by her thick lashes. Suddenly remembering what else was in that set of armor, I hurried over to her and unfastened the front.

      “Don’t be upset, Kinza,” I said, pulling the harp and the empty silver rattle from beneath the red mesh. “It isn’t the hug. It’s the chunk of gold digging into your flesh. Good thing Temnon is bigger than you, or this would have been even worse.”

      Embarrassed, she turned back to Rein. “Uff. I have much to learn about corporeal bodies.”

      I had to give Rein credit. He didn’t laugh or tease. Not even a chuckle.

      “I’ll give you all the time you need,” he said, stroking her cheek with a tenderness I’d never seen him display. “When you feel confident, I’ll give you a wedding that will make all the other weddings jealous.”

      She smiled shyly. “I’m ready to try hugs again.”

      He obliged. This time, Kinza melted into him and snuggled her face into his chest.

      “Ah, yes,” she sighed happily. “A most pleasant sensation.”

      I awkwardly stared into the water, spotting various household items floating beneath our water-tension boat, not wanting to intrude on their intimate moment.

      Finally, Kinza said, “Thank you, Agnes, for bringing us together.”

      “Me?” I squawked. “No way. I wish I could take credit, but this was destined. If anyone gets credit, it’s Delphi.”

      Kinza stared at Rein’s handsome face. “I wonder if she knew I was the mage she foresaw?”

      “Let’s ask her when we save her from Sharir.” Rein kissed her forehead, then said to me, “Now I understand why Temnon beat me to a pulp last year. He really loves you. Let’s go find him.”

      I handed the harp to Rein, and he looped it on his arm.

      He turned to Kinza. “Do you feel weak at all?” he asked her. “Your magic, I mean. So much of it went to replenishing our magic.”

      “On the contrary,” she said, “I feel much relieved. Like planets, the Fulcrum distributes a certain amount of magic to genies. With my father’s generation dead, I carry half the allotment of genie magic, almost too much to handle by myself. Releasing it into the sun larva gave me a great deal of comfort.”

      Hands on Rein’s outstretched arm to steady herself, she looked at the horizon. “You are expecting to find Temnon on that island? Or the island behind it?”

      “What island behind it?” Rein said, glowering ahead of us. He stared for several seconds before his jaw dropped. “Mother Teyths,” he choked in fear. “Agnes, you said the sun larva returned the matter it had consumed to survive, making the planet bigger, right?”

      “Yes.”

      Rein propelled our water-tension boat forward. The sudden lurch caused me to lose my footing, and I sat down hard.

      “So, in theory,” he mentioned, trying too hard to keep his voice casual. “The deepest parts of our oceans could have been pushed up closer to the surface, right?”

      “Yeah,” I grumbled, shifting my legs around to kneel. “What’s your point?”

      “Just that the denizen of the deep lived down there, and if it’s home got pushed up...”

      I crawled to the front of the water-tension boat. Gripping the cool edge of the rigid water, I pulled myself up for a better view. I instantly regretted it.

      A titanic mishmash of oceanic creatures lifted out of the water on crab legs that could span Japan. Glowing, green, bioluminescent eyeballs lined the legs, and in the middle, where the legs met was a...a...dang. I wouldn’t define it as a body. How could I? It defied every description of the word.

      A squirming mass of tentacles protruded from where the legs met in the center, intermingled with a dozen or so whipping arms tipped with crab claws. Topping the whole thing, a gelatinous lump resembling a massive octopus’s head wrapped around several openings lined with shark’s teeth. The jellified head leaned hungrily toward the Lorelai Atoll.

      “Holy franken-mother!” I shouted, “Rein, what is that thing?”

      “A frankenmother, for all I know,” he replied.

      He placed a hand on the edge of the boat, trying to feel for vibrations, but he didn’t need to bother. A gigantic leg lifted and stepped into the water. The whole boat shook.

      “It’s moving toward the atoll,” Rein confirmed.

      I shimmied back until I sat near Kinza’s legs. She crouched down next to me.

      “Agnes,” she whispered. “I think something’s wrong. I keep wanting to jump into the water and swim the other way. Why am I having this impulse? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “You have a body now,” I said, bracing myself against the back of the boat. “You instinctively want to preserve it from instant death and horrible pain. Believe me, it’s a natural and understandable reaction to this situation.” I turned to look at her. “So, what do you think? Does that creature have a purpose? A higher cognitive function? Some noble use that will impact the environment negatively if it’s gone?”

      “I want you to know,” Kinza said, gripping my hand, “the irony of this situation is not lost on me, and I better understand your position when facing the sun larva for the first time. But that creature is not a sun larva. It has evolved with only one purpose. The destruction of other species. It will feed until it is satiated, sleep for a million years, then start the process over again.”

      “So, we’re okay to try and kill it?”

      She gave me a pale, stiff nod. “One life or hundreds of species? The answer is clear.” Her hand began to shake. “Now, have any ideas how to accomplish that?”

      For a second, my mind went blank. Then I remembered Colucci and my warehouse full of explosives.

      “Assuming Temnon is safe and managed to prevent my cart of explosives from washing away? One.”
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      With Frankenmother threatening everyone on the atoll, time became a valuable commodity. I reached out telepathically to look for Lumi but felt nothing. A jab of fear stabbed my throat. Panic swelled, and I had to swallow a bunch of times to squelch it. So, I didn’t feel her right away—that didn’t mean she was dead. She could be out to sea with Grimmal, dive bombing the water demon.

      I hoped she was. Well, I kind of hoped she was. Most of me hoped she wasn’t anywhere near that thing.

      “Rein,” I said, my voice as shaky as Kinza’s hands, “can you go any faster?”

      He doubled his efforts, and the boat shot through the waves like a torpedo. The closer we got to the island, the more I comprehended the massive size of the water demon. It dwarfed the new island and was still a great distance out to sea.

      Approaching the rolling hills, we saw hundreds of Fourth Earth citizens scurrying on the muddy, rocky shores. Unlike before, magic was in heavy use. Even out to sea, I could see the glitter as the mystical population of Fourth Earth joined forces and prepared to battle the water demon approaching the former atoll.

      A shout rose as we hurtled toward the island, followed by a mighty cheer. Rein’s name joined with Kinza’s were among the praises.

      “Are they saying our names?” Rein asked, flushed with disbelief and pleasure.

      “Yes,” I said. “Orion must have told everyone about what happened in the core.”

      “Don’t they know a monster is coming?”

      Kinza stood and slipped her arm in his. “You fulfilled your prophecy. With the magic restored, they at least have a fighting chance.”

      “We fulfilled the prophecy,” clarified Rein, still gazing in awe at the beautiful genie.

      Scores of thronging fans surrounded the chief of the siren clan as he jumped onto the shore. Restored to their preferred reality of feminine beauty, Rein’s siren sisters made their way into the center of the crowd with a decent amount of politeness and knelt at his feet.

      Urcha was first to arrive. “Chief Rein! Our magic is restored! You have saved us all.” With eyes shining and perfectly straight, white teeth, she smiled at Kinza. “My lady Kinza, it is an honor to be the first to welcome you into our clan. May Mother Teyths bless you for all eternity.”

      “I have found love instead of death,” Kinza replied. “I have already been blessed beyond measure.”

      Urcha and the other sirens watched Kinza gaze adoringly at their chief with approval. Sirens really did cherish love as a rare bounty.

      As the ground shook with another monstrous footfall, Urcha leapt to her feet.

      “What are your orders, my chief?”

      “Report,” Rein directed.

      “The denizen of the deep approaches,” she said. “Our magic is restored, and we have received critical news from this little tomte.”

      To my delight, Urcha waved over a pretty, young tomte with black braids.

      “Whisper,” I said. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you stay with the children?”

      She smiled brightly at me. “They are safe at home with Panny. Seraph sent the wind to fetch me and translate his whispers to everyone. Now even Ayda believes me.”

      “That’s great. What did Seraph say?”

      “Um,” she crossed her feet and clasped her hands nervously. “I regret bearing bad tidings, but it’s about Chief Rein’s mother.”

      “What about her?” Rein said, unable to keep the hostility from his voice.

      Surprised at Rein’s tone, Whisper whispered, “She died. The monster crushed her in a claw and ate her.”

      Sagging in relief, Rein turned to Kinza. “That’s something at least.”

      Sort of stunned, I didn’t know how to feel. I mean, I was happy I didn’t have a massively overpowered siren attacking the same time as the frankenmother, but then again, her death seemed too easy. Almost anticlimactic.

      “That’s it?” I asked Whisper. “Just—chomp—no more Suelta?”

      “Um...” She hesitated, twisting a braid nervously. “Seraph reported a bit more.”

      She glanced at Rein, apparently struggling with how to deliver a full report and remain compassionate to Rein’s loss.

      Rein noticed her dilemma and smiled. “Please tell us everything.”

      She stood straight and her braid spun until it unwound. “Seraph said as the ocean began to bounce and boil, she appeared on the surface. She sang a whole island into reality and made it float above the water, where the turmoil couldn’t touch her. After many hours of lifting the island as the ocean rose, she spotted the denizen emerging from the deep and flew her island to it. Seraph said she sang a song of obedience so strong it nearly pulled the stars from the sky.” Whisper stopped narrating and said with perfect innocence, “I think he exaggerated that part. Who could pull the stars from the sky?”

      “My mother could be quite convincing,” Rein said with a knowing grimace.

      “Oh. Well, it didn’t work with the monster. It excreted a thick slime that coated the island, Suelta included. She couldn’t sing anymore, and it plucked her up with a claw, and...” She glanced at me and shrugged. “Chomp. No more Suelta.”

      Rein nodded grimly. “Thank you for the report, Whisper.” He put a comforting hand on Urcha’s shoulder. “We will hold a remembrance for the person she once was, after we slay that monster.”

      “As you say,” Urcha said.

      “Any more deaths?” Rein asked the siren.

      “None from the water tribes,” she said. “The elves have lost eighteen souls, the centaurs lost eighty-six.”

      I gasped at the number. “Why so many centaurs?”

      Urcha’s tone grew sad. “Many were wounded when the kelpies attacked. They didn’t transport in time, and centaurs are not suited to treading water.”

      “I saw Feffer’s drowned body,” Whisper added, sadly.

      “Oh, no. I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “In short,” Urcha continued, with more empathy this time. “We sea clans saved as many as we could, but it was impossible to save everyone.”

      “The Odonatas?” I asked, hoarsely.

      Urcha stabbed her newly solid weapon into the mud. “The troops who fought to defend us from our dethroned queen were our priority, Arch Mage. However, it was the sciftans who flew the royal family to safety.”

      My stress released like steam from a kettle, and my knees buckled. I didn’t realize I’d been squeezing my leg muscles to keep my nerve pain under control. Lumi, Grimmal, Temnon, and his parents were all safe.

      A little breeze swept a few water-logged leaves toward us. A stream of light followed the breeze, and I recognized it as a wind wolf.

      “Another message from Seraph,” Whisper said.

      The breeze encircled her, lifting her black braids from her shoulders. Urcha whistled sharply, and the busy movement on the beach halted so Whisper could hear the breezy voice.

      “Thank you,” she said to the wolf, then she looked at me. “Those on the front lines have received word of your return. They are requesting you join them as soon as you are able.”

      “We’ll leave at once,” Rein said, taking Kinza’s hand and guiding her to the ocean.

      The breeze zipped over the mountain—to deliver our response, I supposed. But to whom? As far as I knew, Whisper and I were the only ones who could see and hear the wind wolves.

      “Whisper,” I asked, “who else can understand them?”

      “Oh,” she said, “the sweetest pink house banshee is over there. House banshees are very sensitive to drafts.”

      Lady Linnea? Awesome! So much for the lack of prompt communication.

      “Arch Mage.” A shining, golden mare trotted anxiously around outside of the crowd, unable to get close to me. “Please allow me to carry you.”

      A kelpie. If she was half as fast as Orion, I’d be with Temnon in no time. I glanced at Rein.

      “You ride the kelpie,” he said. “Kinza and I can swim much faster without you.”

      “We can?” Kinza said, following Rein through the crowd.

      He gave her a sly grin. “Trust me.”

      “I do,” she said. “Even though I’m still yearning to swim away from the monster. Aiyee. Gaining a body has made me insane.”

      Kinza splashed into the ocean, her crimson hair trailing far behind her in the water. Urcha ordered the crowd to return to their duties, giving me access to the golden mare.

      “Koban is a relation of mine,” the mare said, turning to offer me her back. “She spoke of your kindness toward young Cetus when you might have slain the entire family.”

      “I’d never kill a nice little family,” I said, putting my knee into Urcha’s clasped fingers. “What kind of monster did Suelta paint me to be?”

      Urcha heaved me onto the kelpie’s back and bowed. I smiled and nodded in appreciation.

      The kelpie turned to the water. “A worse monster than the one approaching,” she said. “She must have infused her words with her poisonous siren song. That explains our sadly incorrect choices.”

      As her hooves splashed on the water’s surface, my spine jittered. The kelpies weren’t forced to obey Suelta. They chose freely. They chose wrong, in my humble opinion, but freely. It was hard to judge them. I understood making mistakes. Even when trying to choose right, sometimes we don’t see a mistake until later, when we have the whole picture. I was living proof. What would have happened if I rejected my magic and my role as arch mage? Mom always said, “Time will tell,” and for me, it did. Dr. B was famous for teaching, “Mistakes are allowed. More than allowed, mistakes are expected. That’s how we gain the experience to make a better choice next time.”

      But then again, I said in my head, sometimes mistakes just get us killed.

      The golden mare broke into a gallop, hurtling with magical speed over the surface of the ocean. She wasn’t as fast as Orion, but fast enough to make me wonder if charging toward the giant water creature would prove to be a life-ending mistake.
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      Ocean water sprayed beneath the galloping hooves of the golden kelpie mare. I activated my light to stave off the chill of the moss-green, magically glittering ocean. Waterfalls covered the huge island that used to be the Lorelai Atoll. The afternoon sun caught in the spray and sprinkled the island with rainbows. Beneath the surface of the ocean, schools of brightly colored fish played. With a little reality magic, Rein and Kinza could transform the island into a siren nation paradise.

      Well, they could if we survived the water demon.

      With my light still glowing, Temnon and my team spotted me far before I saw them. Lumi glided over the waves and snatched me off the kelpie’s back.

      “You served the arch mage well,” Lumi told the kelpie. “I’ll take over from here.”

      “Thank you for the ride,” I called to the mare, snuggling into Lumi’s furry arms.

      Once out of the mare’s earshot, Lumi let her true feelings show. “You were gone forever,” she yowled in agony. “Why do you make me worry for you all the time? It’s torture on my heart.”

      At least she was honest and didn’t pretend she didn’t care, like usual. “Sorry, Lumi. I got a little lost.”

      I explained how I’d become absorbed into the hive mind of the solar phoenixes and how they had to kick me out. Really, I was fortunate my trip into their collective consciousness only lasted hours instead of years. From the perspective of the planetary creatures those hours must have equated to the merest fraction of a second.

      “What’s the plan to fight that thing?” I asked.

      “Blow it up, as you suggested,” she said. “Temnon has been useful in arming the mines. He’ll feel more confident with you there to confirm his work.”

      Flying over the beach reminded me of the civil war between the tomte. It had to be the line of slingshots loaded with cesium bombs. The industrious little miners had fulfilled their commitment to Fourth Earth in a big way.

      From the air, I saw kelpies and sirens working together with little, blue water sprites to haul another heavy metal sling from the flooded Fields of Honor. Once the sling broke the water’s surface, a slew of pixies enchanted it and flew it to a crew of centaurs who mounted it into the ground.

      Lined up in front of the slings, elves and aridins formed ranks armed with bows and arrows. Satyrs helped the tomte build more cesium bombs. Wind wolves carried paper notes from group to group. Paladins from First Earth, easily spotted in their red uniforms, were spread across the beach, lending a hand wherever help was needed. It was an impressive effort.

      “Even with everyone helping,” Lumi said, “our best hope is your naval mines. With an enemy that big, arrows and cesium bombs are practically pointless.”

      A huge tear rolled down my cheek. “Pointless, Lumi? Don’t you see what I see? Fourth Earth is finally working together. All the clans are united in battling that monster.”

      Lumi hesitated. “Then, we did it? Prophecy fulfilled?”

      “Good question,” I said. “Let’s test it. The fourth task of the prophecy is fullllfewbed.”

      “Lie,” Lumi groaned. “That means no.”

      I refused to get discouraged. We were closer to a unified planet than we had ever been. I didn’t know what was still needed to complete the fourth task, but I knew in my heart we were on the right path.

      Mere minutes later, Lumi flew to a diverse group that I recognized as many of the leaders of Fourth Earth’s clans. Rowan’s tall, stately form stood close to the muscled Chief Galdor. Mythrion and Pauliweb conversed intently with Arch Mage Claude. To my happiness, I saw Serene talking with several beings, including the pink-haired house banshee, Linnea. They were surrounded by pixies and some slightly larger fairies.

      And of course, I instantly recognized the blond head of Temnon hunched over the weapons pallet and the naval mines.

      “I don’t see Nemantia or Jenz,” I said to Lumi.

      “Arch Mage Claude asked them to remain on the mainland to organize the evacuation of the remaining land tribes. There’s a good chance a plan will be needed.”

      That made sense. Better prepared for our very probable failure.

      Lumi’s wide wings caught the group’s attention as she handed me off to Temnon, then flew over to perch next to Grimmal on a large, wide rock.

      Temnon’s thrilled smile chased away the persistent grayness in his complexion. He looked better than he had in months. Maybe expressing his self-hatred on the beach helped him heal. Or maybe he was happy to see me. Whatever it was, I was so happy to see him, I kissed him firmly.

      He wrapped me into an oxytocin-releasing hug and sighed into my hair. “I’m so glad you aren’t engaged to Rein.”

      “Me too,” I said with my nervous, I-just-survived-something-terrifying giggle. “How could I give you up for even a second?”

      Arch Mage Claude clapped me on the back in a less than subtle manner and pointed to the mines strapped to my hydraulic hand cart. The control panels were open, and red, digital zeroes blinked. The crates of grenades and other small arms were gone, probably distributed among the paladins, but my sturdy backpack leaned against the cart. I picked it up and shrugged into it as Claude caught me up on their efforts.

      “We think these science bombs of yours are ready,” he said, with a slightly unconvinced inflection. “All that remains is where to target the monster. I suggest dropping the bombs from above. The head is usually the weakest point of any living creature.”

      “Wouldn’t crippling it be more effective?” Galdor said, stomping for emphasis.

      Pauliweb crossed his arms and shook his head. “We can’t aim for its vitals. The fact is, we have no idea if that thing even has a heart or a brain. It doesn’t seem to follow a natural genetic pattern.”

      Several more suggestions were raised until a loud and very grumpy harumph rose from my knees. Neller removed his pointed, gray cap to wipe his brow.

      “All these battle-hardened chiefs and not one of them have an ounce of common sense.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked the surly little miner.

      “Even my granddaughter Tip knows you drill into the rock when placing an explosive. It does far more damage than blowing up the surface.”

      Chief Rowan, with his excellent communication skills, clarified for the rest of us. “You are suggesting exploding the bombs inside the monster.”

      “How?” argued Galdor. “By drilling into its center?”

      “Of course not,” Neller countered. Galdor’s towering size didn’t intimidate him in the least. “It’s got a handy tube leading down to its middle already, hain’t it?”

      “You’re saying it has a mouth,” Rowan mused thoughtfully, “so it must have a throat and a stomach.”

      “Yep. An enclosed explosion will shred it from the inside.” Neller slapped his cap back on his head.

      Mythrion nodded sagely. “A plausible theory, but the mines are triggered by touch, if I understand correctly. It will ignite as soon as it touches the monster’s tongue.”

      Excited, Temnon grabbed the manual from the cart. “Touch is only one way to trigger it. We can also set a timer. I’m guessing a monster that huge will take a good forty seconds to completely swallow a bomb.”

      “Clever,” Mythrion said.

      “The monster’s stomach acid might dissolve them before they explode.” Serene pointed out.

      “Not if you enchant it,” I said. “Your anti-dragon acid spells kept me alive long enough to escape Iloress’s stomach. They will protect the mines long enough for the timer to count down.”

      Serene smiled at me. “I’ll start the enchantments at once.”

      A stiff breeze and a bold howl blew through the group. Galdor’s long braid whipped behind him, and Neller made a desperate grab for his cap. A muzzle and a pair of pointed ears played in the wind.

      “I bring a report,” I heard Chief Seraph’s sighing voice whisper. “The monster has eight legs, thirty-seven tentacles, sixteen pincher arms, and five mouths. If you wish to target its eyes, it has four hundred and twelve that we can see. There are more beneath the surface.”

      “Seraph says it has five mouths,” I repeated for the others, excited for the news. “We have five naval mines. Serendipitous.”

      Rowan clapped his hands together. “I propose five teams of two. Each team will deliver one mine to a mouth.”

      “Grimmal and I can take one,” Temnon said without hesitation.

      On the rock, Grimmal stood and shook his fur. “I’ve been itching for another fight.”

      Lumi also stood and looked at me with her silver eyes, but before I could volunteer, Rowan stepped to the center of the group.

      “I’m grateful for your willingness, Prince Temnon,” Rowan said, “but our planet has relied on outside help for far too long. We inhabitants of Fourth Earth must take charge of our own destinies. Destroying this creature together will seal our new alliances with honor. And, possibly, with blood. A risk I am willing to take. Do you not agree, fellow chiefs?”

      Incredible. Rowan was super smart. He just offered a solution to the approaching water demon and ensured the unification of the Fourth Earth tribes all at the same time. He’d make a great high king if anyone survived the frankenmother.

      He stood tall and folded his hands over his tidy green robes. “I am not afraid to die for my planet. I volunteer to serve on one of the teams.”

      The group grew quiet. I didn’t blame them. Rowan faced death without fear for the benefit of the whole planet. His example rested heavily on the others.

      From out of nowhere, Bean and Essie flew up to Rowan.

      “Aridins can’t fly, Chief Rowan,” Essie said. “We volunteer to carry you to the monster.”

      Rowan’s eyebrows lifted. “You can carry one as large as me?”

      Bean’s wings flitted, and a shower of pixie magic fell from them. “We’re at full strength again. We could carry Galdor.”

      “Bean, Essie,” gasped Lady Linnea, her pink eyes wide with fear. “It’s so dangerous.”

      Bean puffed out his miniscule chest. “I promised to be useful to Agnes, and I need to atone for my nastiness.”

      Essie flew to Linnea. “Please, let us help. For Rin’s memory.”

      Linnea lowered her eyes in respect. “Very well. I’ll grant you this great quest. And I couldn’t be more proud of the two of you.”

      A large figure stood from behind Linnea and the group of fairy chiefs. Dark hair swayed near his belt, and determination was etched on his face.

      “I also must atone for sins,” Orion said. “I don’t understand how those orbs will stop the denizen of the deep, but if you say they will, I choose to believe you. If you’ll have me, I will deliver an orb to the monster and ensure a safe future for my wife and son.”

      “I’ll go.” Pauliweb stepped forward on sure-footed goat legs. “The satyrs will do their part to protect the clans of Fourth Earth.”

      A warm wind blew around Pauliweb and howled.

      I smiled. “I think Chief Seraph has just volunteered to join your team, Pauliweb.”

      “And we volunteer too.”

      The chiefs turned as Rein and Kinza approached.

      Now it was my turn to gasp. “No...”

      “We’re a part of this world, Agnes,” Rein said. “If we don’t fight for it, we don’t deserve to live here. Kinza and I will deliver one of the mines, but that isn’t enough. That frankenmother is covered with eyes. In the darkest parts of the ocean, it needs all of them to see the slightest movement of its prey. It will surely see a load of bombs heading for it.” Rein squared his shoulders and joined the circle of chiefs with confidence. “My mother might have lost her sense of compassion, but she knew how to keep an enemy off-balance. My tribe’s reality magic is restored. Knowing how the wind wolves move the weather so expertly, perhaps we can unite our talents, create a bank of fog, and blind that frankenmother enough to slow its approach and disguise the delivery of the mines.”

      “Excellent critical thinking, Chief Rein,” praised Claude. “And Lady Kinza, it is a great honor to see you in person.”

      Kinza’s violet eyes widened in pleasure. She seemed to absorb the courage displayed by the rest of the group. Good for her.

      There was another pause in the conversation. Neller cleared his throat with a loud cough.

      “I might have caused a bit of consternation myself,” he said. “Gotta make up for it. Tip carries my heritage. She should be proud of it. I hain’t got much in the way of magic that doesn’t involve rocks. Might need that jiniri on my team to make up for it.”

      Kinza stared at the ground, thinking. Neller grumped and huffed while waiting. It was only a few seconds, then Kinza nodded solemnly.

      “This is wisdom,” she said. “The tomte and the kelpie have courage, but no means to reach the height required. I don’t want to be separated from Rein, but I see it is necessary.” She crossed to the little miner and spat on her hand. “I accept.”

      Neller mirrored her solemn nod and spat on his own hand. They clapped at the same time, sealing the agreement.

      Orion turned to Rein. “I know I rejected you, when you tried to speak the truth—”

      Rein cut him off. “We all have made choices we regret.” He placed his hand on Orion’s shoulder. “I would be honored to join you in representing the sea clans. And with any luck, we will all survive, so we can make better choices in the future and strengthen our new alliances.”

      “Excellent,” Chief Rowan said. “Four teams—and one distraction—accounted for. We need one more team.”

      Galdor stomped his hooves. “I must object,” he said loud enough to make Lumi’s fur bristle. “This plan will never work.”

      Everyone looked at him, and Mythrion flared in anger.

      “After all you’ve seen?” spat the elven chief. “You are still trying to foil this alliance? Why are you being so stubborn?”

      Galdor crossed his arms and glared at Mythrion. “I’m not being stubborn. I’m being practical. If the siren chief teams up with the kelpie, how am I supposed to get to the demon? Ride one of your magical tornados? I need the siren to solidify the water for me to run on.” He pointed his finger into Mythrion’s chest. “It’s obvious that you need to ride the water horse, then use your restored magic to shoot an orb into a mouth.” He leaned back, satisfied with his excellent reasoning. “As any fool with half a brain could see.”

      Mythrion had no words, but Kinza did. “This is also wisdom.”

      Mythrion closed his gaping mouth and tapped his fingers on his bow. “Yes,” he said slowly, digesting the proposal. “That would work.” With regal grace, he approached the kelpie. “I would team with you, if this is acceptable, Orion.”

      Orion nodded once, and the two stood together in solidarity.

      “Then I guess it’s you and me, Galdor,” said Rein. “Don’t hold me back.”

      Galdor gave a wicked grin. “That is a challenge I can get excited about.”

      “The teams are settled,” Rowan said. “Those who have volunteered, stay to be tutored in how to set the timers on the orbs. The rest of you, continue setting up the secondary defensive line in the event we are not successful.”

      Not successful? What an understated way to announce that some or all these people might die. Drat it all. I’d grown to love them all. Well, maybe not all. In Galdor’s case, it was more of a necessary tolerance than love. But still, I didn’t want to lose anyone to that monstrous conglomeration of aquatic predators.

      A horrible thought seized my brain. What if Kinza or Rein died? They just found each other. How awful would it be if they died? Especially since Kinza had been waiting for thousands of years for love? I pressed my hands to my temples, trying to push the unthinkable thought out of my head.

      “You okay there, Arch Mage?” Neller asked, his typical gruffness replaced by empathy.

      “Yes,” I said, controlling my runaway imagination. No reason to stress out over something that might not happen. “Putting the bombs inside the monster was a very good idea, Neller. I’m glad you’re here.”

      His gray whiskers quivered, and he nodded sullenly. “Got to do what I can to restore Tip’s faith in me.” He turned away to wipe the tears of regret from his eyes and huffed, “Now I’m guessing the jiniri will be occupied with that mass of tentacles and pinchers, so you’d best show me how to operate this bomb thingy.”

      The five teams gathered around Temnon and the naval mines. It didn’t take long for me to check the manuals and confirm that Temnon had armed them correctly. I set the timers for forty seconds and closed the plastic covering over the activation switch. The red numbers blinked, waiting for the countdown to start. Once I was sure the mythical beings understood how to start the countdown on my science orbs of destruction, I gave an important warning.

      “Once you toss the mines into the monster’s mouth, you must retreat as fast as you can. It doesn’t do you any good to survive the demon only to be caught in the explosion. Understand?”

      They all nodded.

      “Also,” Rein added, “according to Chief Seraph, the demon can excrete a heavy slime. It is how my mother met her end. It is safe to assume its arms contain some sort of toxin as well.”

      “Then we need a stealthy approach,” summarized Pauliweb. “Got that, Galdor? No battle cries. Keep it silent.”

      “I am not a fool,” Galdor said with irritation.

      “Very good,” said Rowan. “Let us say our goodbyes to our loved ones. We will leave in ten minutes. Agreed?”

      The others assented with nods and grunts and transported or ran to their families, except for Rein and Kinza. Claude and Serene offered their love and support and returned to placing a strong anti-acid enchantment on the mines.

      Kinza gave me a big hug. “You are the only one I have to say goodbye to,” she said to me. “Although rest assured it isn’t for the last time. I fully intend to survive and return to help you defeat Sharir. Especially after watching Dame Maudine give herself to save me. I can’t let her sacrifice end here. Delphi must be saved, and her planet and my people must be avenged.” She turned to Rein with a face full of adoration and said, “My love will return as well. Fate cannot be so cruel as to separate us now.”

      Oo, I thought to myself. Don’t jinx yourself.

      “Kinza, I’m so glad I met you,” I said. “Thank you for being my friend. Oh! Listen, if you cast a spell that takes a lot of energy, steal it from that demon. Or the ocean. Don’t try to fuel it yourself.”

      She nodded gratefully. “I learned that lesson in the core. I’ll cherish this body and take good care of it, I promise.”

      Over by the sciftans, Rein and Temnon shared a grin.

      “Lucky son-of-a-sailor,” Temnon said to his best friend. “It’s not every day you get a chance to go full force. Give it all you’ve got, hear me? You’ve got a reason to stay alive now.”

      “Many reasons,” Rein said. “It feels good to belong. Take care of yourself, buddy.” Rein wrapped his arms around Temnon and patted him firmly. “Keep your woman safe. I’ll see you again soon.” Rein released Temnon and took Kinza’s hand. “See you both soon. We’d better go help my clan sing a massive fog bank into reality. Bye everyone!”

      “Until we meet again,” Kinza added.

      “Good luck,” I called, waving as they left.

      “Guess I’d better go support the front lines,” Temnon said when they’d gone.

      “Need some help?”

      He lifted his hand. Flecks of golden magic happily danced up his fingers. “I don’t think so,” he said. “For the first time in months, I’m feeling more like my normal self.”

      I threw my arms around him. “Oh, Tem! I’m so happy for you!”

      He took a deep breath, breathing me in, and then sighed happily. “Who knew emotions mattered so much?”

      “Nemmy did.”

      “Ugh. I’ll have to admit to her that she was right all along. At least, maybe I will. There’s a good chance it will slip my mind. Unless she’s willing to admit I was right about pixies.”

      “Oh, Tem,” I laughed at him. How I missed his confident teasing.

      Serene caught my eye and paused in her intricate spell work to give me a grateful smile. I guess she had it right all along too. Temnon really did just need a friend.

      As I released Temnon from my enthusiastic hug, a hum of highly concentrated magic washed over us.

      “Great Fulcrum above,” Claude said. “That’s some serious power. Who is that?”

      “Kinza,” I said with certainty. “She’s out of her rattle forever now. Even with most of her magic fueling Fourth Earth, she’s still super powerful.”

      “Claude and I will finish enchanting the mines,” Serene said to me. “You should go support her. She must feel strange and exposed.”

      Serene had a point. Kinza’s new body had already confused her a bunch of times.

      “Mom’s right,” Temnon said. “Grimmal and I can support the front lines ourselves. And you’ll have Lumi with you.”

      Lumi came over and pushed her head into my hip so I’d scratch her ears.

      I gave Temnon one more kiss on his grinning cheek. “Okay. Fingers crossed this all works out.”

      He ran off to a nearby paladin. It might have been Grandmaster Shume. I wasn’t sure.

      Together, Lumi and I followed the hum of power to its source. The ground shook with another massive step.

      “The monster’s size is deceptive,” said Lumi. “It’s hard to tell how far away he is.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, “but it is not as big as a sun larva, and we survived one of those trying to kill us.”

      Another wave of power hummed against my face, reminding me of my goal to help Kinza. I trotted across the slippery rocks toward the insane amount of power.

      I passed strong lines of armed centaurs, organized regiments of elves, firmly planted aridins, and agile satyrs. There were bunches of occupied citizens of Fourth Earth, all involved in the effort to stop the monster. Everyone was worried. I didn’t blame them. Godzilla didn’t have a prayer against that deep-sea conglomeration. I clutched the straps of my backpack and hoped with all my heart Colucci was right about the mines being able to blow a hole in a sea monster.

      What if it only gave the walking nightmare indigestion?

      Sheesh.

      Behind a bulky rock, the ocean glimmered. No longer mossy, but a sparkling, lively green. Down by the rolling waves, a haunting chorus of siren song captivated me. If I squinted, I could make out Rein in the center of his sisters. The sirens sang a huge section of water out of the ocean and evaporated it into microscopic water droplets. With red hair whipping in the torrent of genie magic, Kinza enveloped the mist into a growing storm high above her head. Blue lightning streaked across the darkening cloud.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      A man sat on a ledge of the big rock, passively watching the miraculous change of weather with interest. He lounged on the rock with an arm draped over a bent knee. He seemed awfully relaxed.

      “Very,” I answered. Not knowing him, I continued toward Kinza, but he spoke again.

      “I truly didn’t think it possible.”

      “What?”

      “All this.” He waved a hand, indicating the organized efforts of the many clans around me. “Honestly, how did you do it? How did you make them all work together?”

      It was a good question. “I don’t know. It just sort of happened.”

      He stared at Kinza, seemingly lost in thought. “Indeed.”

      Thinking he’d finished his commentary, I left him and walked toward the group of sirens. Coralis was the first to notice me. Not breaking from her song, she waved broadly to get my attention, a smile on her beautiful, young face. After so many months of fighting with diminished magic, sick, tired, and half-starved, it made me happy to see her joyfully making a difference.

      Her confidence bolstered my own. We were going to do it. With Kinza, how could we fail? As I took another step, I felt a hand wrap around my wrist. Surprisingly, my legs stung with the pricks of a thousand needles.

      Lumi arched her back and hissed.

      “Astounding, isn’t she?”

      The man from the rock stood behind me, uncomfortably close, with my wrist in his grip. He didn’t even acknowledge Lumi’s threatening hiss. I tried to pull my hand from his fingers, but it wouldn’t move. None of me could move except for my eyes. Behind the man, Lumi’s eyes darted in alarm, and her paw froze in the air mid-swipe.

      The man wagged a cautionary finger at me. “Now, now. I’m not quite finished with you yet. You haven’t answered my question.” He angled his finger down until it pointed at Kinza. “I asked you if she isn’t astounding.”

      I couldn’t answer. My mouth froze in place. Stunned, I stared at the man. His calm face was plain and ordinary, but his eyes—I saw eternal depth in his eyes. Down by my wrist, his magic slid onto me. Dark, sparkling magic that winked with wicked intent. An intricate enchantment on my core armor unwound into nonsense. To my horror, I realized which spell it was. The spell meant to recognize the magical signature of a certain, terrifying genie.
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      “So quiet,” Sharir said, chuckling at my magically stilled tongue.

      He didn’t even try to disguise himself. He had the same slanted eyes, sharp eyebrows, and long mustache he had as a storm. Why hadn’t I recognized him?

      Because, I thought to myself, you never expected him to take a mortal form.

      “Let me answer for you,” Sharir continued. “The answer is no. She is not astounding. She is nothing. Ruined. Spoiled. Worth less than the dust. How can she be astounding when she gave herself to a useless sack of mortal trash?”

      No one else was frozen. Only me. Even worse, no one else even noticed my predicament. Carefully feeling my way into my own chest, I spoke to my magic.

      We’re in deep trouble.

      My magic glowed with confidence. You broke free before.

      I did. And I knew a secret about genies. Kinza told me. Before taking a mate, genies didn’t have bodies. I did. I had the advantage. While he watched Kinza with disgusted regret, I wiggled against his magic. It was easier this time.

      “Sharir,” I said.

      His eyes widened in surprise. “You’ve broken my spell? Interesting.”

      I pulled away from him to yell for Kinza, but a firm hand clamped over my mouth.

      “I must admit, you are creative when it comes to magic, but Pyranathos was right, you are still physically weak.”

      I bit his solid hand and screamed, both vocally and telepathically. “Sharir is here!”

      Every single person on the beach turned at once, but Grimmal was the first to move.

      Swelling as he ran, he roared a challenge. His roar deepened as he grew, and his fur turned to black. Seconds later, he reached us, now the size of a giant. His forepaws shifted to human hands, and he snatched the man, and me, into his grip. He avoided stepping on Lumi, who was still trapped in Sharir’s frozen time spell and stood on his feline back paws. He dug his massive fingers between me and the genie and pried me away. Muscles bunching, he squeezed the genie in his right hand with all his strength while holding me gently on his left palm.

      Beneath me, people scrambled. The red uniforms of the paladins ran to a loosely formed circle around Grimmal. Golden streams of telepathy connected them to Arch Mage Claude and Temnon.

      Grimmal’s left hand shook, and I fell down onto the palm of sleek, black fur. His panther face strained in a grimacing snarl. Sharir, still enclosed in his fist, fought back. I sent a pole of light to the ground and jumped onto it, freeing up Grimmal’s left hand. He slapped it over his right hand, shaking and squeezing with every ounce of strength he had.

      It made no difference. Grimmal’s hands peeled open, unable to contain the growing power of the genie inside.

      Sharir, surrounded with a shield globe made of dark, twinkling, tainted magic, expanded the globe until Grimmal’s entire arms spread wide. The globe vanished, Grimmal’s arms collapsed inward, and Sharir backhanded Grimmal on the jaw.

      It didn’t matter that Sharir was tiny compared to giant Grimmal. That backhand carried enough strength to hurl Grimmal miles out over the ocean. In shock and horror, I watched as Grimmal’s giant form shrank into the distance, dwarfed by the oncoming water demon.

      “That was only slightly amusing,” Sharir said. “A fraction of the strength contained in the demon that approaches. Watching that unique creature is far more entertaining than wasting time on worms like yourselves.”

      Off to my left, Claude yelled, “NOW!”

      As one, the circle of paladins held out rods the size of relay race batons in front of them. With a metallic click, they elongated and stabbed deep into the sand. An enchantment beyond any I’d ever seen raced with the speed of light through the circle of paladins, connecting the rods. Golden and intricate as latticework, the enchantment ballooned over the top of Sharir, enclosing him in a shining ball of enchanter’s magic that only I could see.

      Sharir could feel it though. Drifting through the air like an embodied specter, he held out an arm and sent a bolt of lightning into his golden prison. The spell glowed with visible brightness as it magically negated the lightning.

      Standing by Serene and my weapons pallet, Arch Mage Claude of First Earth clutched a rod with both hands, an expression of satisfaction on his face.

      Cool. Claude figured out Sharir’s magical signature and devised a spell to counter it. Maybe we were going to survive after all. I thrust out my hand, enclosed frozen Lumi in a light shield, and tossed her outside Claude’s golden spell. As I hoped, the enchantment targeted Sharir’s specific magical signature. My magic crossed the cage without interference. I tossed out the few other citizens unlucky enough to be near Sharir when he grabbed me, and then I enclosed myself and ran for safety behind the circle of paladins.

      Once the innocents caught in the spell were safe, the paladins marched forward, decreasing the size of the cage. Sharir waited in the middle, arms crossed, feet wide, and not the least hint of worry on his thin mouth. He spun slowly in the air, looking intently at each of the paladins, until his eyes rested on Claude.

      “You’ve analyzed a portion of my glorious magic,” he said. “Impressive for a meaningless mortal like yourself. Perhaps you will be worth a few seconds of my infinite existence.”

      Claude didn’t answer. He continued marching forward, focusing on his active spell.

      “I’m not accustomed to being ignored,” said Sharir. “Clearly you are ignorant to proper behavior in the presence of the Master of Time and Space.”

      I felt a rumble beneath my feet, and the sand rippled. Black sparkles of tainted magic spread across the beach, mingling with the grains of white sand, even outside of Claude’s spell.

      Sharir said Claude analyzed a portion of his magic. Did that mean he had other signatures? Signatures not imprisoned by Claude’s negating spell? How could one being have more than one type of magic?

      The dark specks reached the paladin nearest to me. They crawled up over the top of him. I wasn’t sure, but the magic seemed to be analyzing the enchantments on his armor.

      “Those who disobey my omnipotence,” Sharir said to Claude, “will be punished. The only question is, what punishment is equal to such grievous insubordination?” His shrewd eyes scanned Claude, and an amused smile spread beneath his mustache. “You reveal yourself, wizard. I know exactly how to punish you.”

      He flung out a hand, and dark dust burst from his fingers with the force of a firehose. Laughing, he pointed his hand at Serene. The horrible dust flowed right through Claude’s spell.

      “No!” screamed Kinza from the ocean’s edge, thrusting both hands at Serene.

      A whirlwind of purple power screamed across the beach to deflect Sharir’s magic, but it came too late.

      The dark dust sprayed Serene from head to toe. She didn’t blink to safety like Temnon thought she would. She held out both hands and backed away, bright-blue eyes wide with horror, as the dark dust covered her.

      Sharir floated in self-imposed superiority, looking down his narrow nose at Claude. “Perhaps now you will treat me with the respect due from an insignificant peon like yourself.”

      Beneath the dark dust, Serene’s shining, blonde hair, fair face, and regal presence melted. No longer solid, she soaked into the sand until nothing of Ambassador Serene of First Earth remained, except her memory.

      I froze. This time, there was no spell to wiggle out of. This time, my body was held hostage by appalling grief. Serene was dead. She was the definition of compassion and kindness, yet she was gone. Killed by Sharir. A wail rose in my throat, but it was drowned out by a scream sailing over the beach.

      That agony belonged to Claude. His heart-rending cry of torture filled the sky with his heartbreak.

      Sharir grinned with malicious glee. “You caused this,” he told Claude. “You alone.”

      A pulse of genie power emanated from Sharir, sweeping across the regiments below. Golden circles opened beneath all those wearing the familiar military uniform of First Earth and the red coats of the paladins. As a group, they fell into the specially written Jent Paths. Even Lumi vanished from inside my light shield.

      But not me, not Temnon, and not Claude. Our escape enchantments had been unwound. Sharir triggered the enchantment on anyone who might interfere while he toyed with those he wanted. Without the paladins completing the circle, Claude’s enchantment containing the genie frayed into nothing and fell.

      Growling like an animal, Claude’s mighty power surged.

      “I’ll kill you, demon!” he raged.

      He ran at Sharir. This was it, I thought, the moment we could bring down Sharir. Claude was an arch mage of an entire planet. He had made dragons bow to his magic. The magic igniting his fury burst from him in brilliant color.

      “No, Arch Mage,” Kinza shouted desperately. Running from the ocean’s edge, she gathered her magic about her. “I will face him!”

      With a flick of his wrist, Sharir froze the remaining citizens of Fourth Earth in a time spell. Kinza brushed off the time spell and shot a massive lightning bolt at him, but Sharir caught it in one hand and hurled it at the frozen Rein. Kinza dove to intercept it, and in that moment of distraction, Sharir flicked his finger and propelled her and Rein far out to sea. Like Grimmal, they flew directly into the path of the frankenmother demon.

      Claude’s tormented rage drove him toward Sharir, all self-control gone. Two massive scimitars, as tall as giants, erupted from Claude’s magic. Sweeping the blades faster than I could track, Claude attacked the genie. Sharir hung in the air and defended himself with a shield of tainted magic the size of a plate.

      “You bore me,” Sharir said.

      With his free hand, he shot a bolt of lightning at Claude, but the enchanter was prepared. He whipped a saber up and dropped the handle to the sand. The lightning followed the path of least resistance and ran down the saber to be safely grounded in the earth.

      “Any fool can create a lightning rod,” Sharir said. “I want to see something creative.”

      Claude bellowed in rage and formed his magic into an enchanted flame. It didn’t consume oxygen or need fuel, but I felt its heat from several yards away. Claude sent it flying at the genie like a flamethrower.

      Sharir tried to float up out of the way, but his leg was caught by a thick, black shackle that glittered with dancing golden magic. Standing just behind Claude, Temnon wore the same look of infuriated, grief-driven rage as his father.

      The matter shaper had joined the fight.

      The enchanted fire reached Sharir, and the flame caught. Growing to an inferno, it consumed Sharir’s magic the same way forest fires fed on trees. Sharir bellowed in pain.

      Next to his father, Temnon threw his hands up. Four walls of sand shot up from the beach, shifted into steel, and clamped around the genie, trapping him inside with the flame. Temnon repeated the gesture, and a second enclosure sprung from the earth. Then a third and a fourth.

      It was quiet for the briefest second. I knew Sharir wasn’t dead. His spell still held everyone on the beach frozen in time. That meant whoever cast the spell still lived.

      A loud gong rang inside the enclosure. Then another and another. Sharir shot through the last steel wall like a missile and hurtled to Temnon and his father. He wrapped a hand around each of their necks and lifted them off the ground.

      “Impertinent fleas!” he bellowed in his voice as large as a world. “Death is too good for you!”

      I lifted my arm and engaged my crossbow just as Claude created another enchanted sword. He stabbed the blade into Sharir, but the genie simply separated his torso from his legs. The enchanted sword passed right through him.

      “Crap,” I said, dropping my arm. If my shafts passed through Sharir, they’d impale Temnon and Claude.

      Instead, I created a rope of light and flung it at Sharir from behind. I wrapped the rope around his wrists and commanded the light to tighten. I wasn’t strong enough. The rope strained but didn’t have the strength to break the grip choking the life from Claude and Temnon.

      I did manage to irritate Sharir though. He glared at me over his shoulder and caught me up in another time spell, this one much stronger than the last one. I started wiggling against it. But could I free myself before he murdered Claude and Temnon?

      Panicked, I stared at my awesome boyfriend. To my surprise, a mischievous grin spread across his face. He grabbed Sharir by the arm, and his magic danced with willing enthusiasm up to the genie’s shoulder. The whole arm turned to stone.

      Stone? I thought Temnon couldn’t manipulate biological tissue. Certainly not in a being with a will as strong as the genie’s. I suddenly remembered what Kinza told me. Genies didn’t have bodies, but they could go solid. If Sharir wasn’t made up of biological tissue, that left two options. Magic—and matter. Judging by the look on Temnon’s face, he found the matter part of the genie’s substance.

      With a second wave of matter shaping magic, Temnon crumbled the stone arm to dust. Freed from Sharir’s death grip, Temnon grabbed the arm holding his limp father. Again, the hand turned to stone, but this time, Sharir wasn’t taken by surprise. The clear outline of his human body blurred, and he changed to his storm cloud form.

      Columns of smoke pushed Claude and Temnon away. Claude tumbled into the black dust that killed Serene, weak-kneed and gasping for air. Temnon landed several yards away in the opposite direction.

      I have to get free, I told my magic.

      Fight, it replied.

      I fought, clawing my way around the spell, searching for an opening.

      Sharir grew into a dark cloud. Thunder and lighting raged over the beach. His enormous voice rang in my unprotected ears.

      “Enough of this rebellion. Accept your fate. You have already fallen to the future I have created. A future shaped by my every whim.”

      He opened his huge mouth, stuck out a forked tongue, and spat double bolts of lightning as thick as a grain silos at Claude and Temnon.

      “Temnon,” I screamed, freed from the spell.

      But I was too late. The giant bolts struck both of them.

      Magic tinged with black glitter flooded from Sharir, and with an earth-shattering laugh in his unrestrained genie voice, he plucked me from the sand and flew straight up into the sky.

      Wrenching my head around, I saw Claude’s charred remains mingling with the black dust that melted his beautiful wife.

      Maudine, Serene, and Claude? Sharir had nearly decimated the royal line. Temnon. Where was Temnon? Over my other shoulder I searched the ground for a second blackened body but didn’t find one. Further up the beach, a cone of metal opened up, and Temnon stepped out. His head swiveled wildly, then he glanced up. Face twisted in agony, he lifted both hands. A flood of golden magic raced to me with his tormented cry.

      “Nooo!”

      His magic didn’t reach me. I stayed firmly in Sharir’s grip.

      The Master of Time and Space laughed again, and I clamped my hands over my ears. From the ground, a bolt of blue lightning hit the genie, but Sharir absorbed it into himself. The flesh-like quality of his body changed. No longer human, he completely took on his storm-cloud form.

      Beneath us, Kinza, dripping with blue transportation light, waved her arms and another lightning bolt cracked, but Sharir’s cloudy form opened a hole and the bolt passed through him.

      The air grew thin, and I saw stars shining above me, beyond the light of day. Sharir thrust a hand to the sky and opened a swirling vortex of tainted magic. Flying faster than any rocket, my face shook as we hurtled toward it.

      I pulled a light shield from my chest, but Sharir’s hands grew until they covered my whole body.

      “Not this time, worm,” Sharir roared. “This time, I know what I hold in my hands.”

      I poured my heart into that shield, but I couldn’t expand it against the strength of Sharir’s genie power.

      His voice pierced my head and my soul. “You have stolen my bride from me, but you shall not deny me my ultimate destiny. If my servants cannot change your future, then I shall change it myself!”

      The vortex of tainted magic hung just outside the atmosphere, in the cold reaches of space. Desperate to survive, I fought against the upward thrust to pull the helmet of my core diving armor over my face. It sealed just as the laughing genie blasted out of the gravitational pull of Fourth Earth and into the tainted hole.

      There was no roar of a wormhole. No calming ride through the Fulcrum. In an instant, Fourth Earth vanished from sight. Before me hung a new planet. A false planet. It wasn’t a sphere, but a flat, circular slab of earth tilted chaotically in space. On its underside, jagged chunks of rock cut into the blackness of space. A magical dome arched over the flat surface, holding in the slightly shining atmosphere.

      I knew this world. It was a world populated by the worst offenders known to time. Created by the power of Dominath and obtained by mutinous subterfuge, it was Sharir’s new home.

      The Nia Nega Abyss.

      Sharir, still laughing maniacally, plummeted to the false earth. Space and stars vanished as he passed without resistance through the atmospheric dome. There was no ocean, but dark rivers connected black lakes. Near the center of the flat world, a mountain range rose. Sharir’s destination, judging by our trajectory.

      I don’t want to go to those mountains, I told my magic.

      No, it answered. Fight!

      I squirmed against his strength and slipped my right arm out of my backpack. A scythe of light erupted from my hand and sliced into his arm. One cloudy hand faded, cut from Sharir’s body.

      “That’s for Dame Maudine,” I yelled.

      I pushed with all my might from the remaining hand.

      I fell toward a dead forest of bone-white trees. Dry air blew in my eyes, but I noticed an oddly shaped hill of curved black stone with a gnarled white tree growing horizontally from its tip. I slipped off my backpack and tossed it toward the tree.

      Sharir cackled again and darted after me. “You shan’t escape from me. You are in my home now. None leave here without my orders or my power.”

      Twisting in the air, I aimed my crossbow at his face and rapid-fired light shafts. “That’s for Serene!”

      His face dissipated into smoke, and my shafts passed right through his oversized nostrils.

      I gave up on my crossbow, and I sent another scythe of light at him, lopping off his head. “That’s for Claude!”

      He vanished, only to reappear behind me in human form and catch me right out of the air. I felt his smoke invade my Aether Stone pouch. One by one he removed the Stones and turned them to vapor before my eyes.

      “These trinkets are of no use to you here,” he sneered with his human voice in my ear. The sneering whisper felt more ominous than his oversized voice. “No Jent Paths reach my world.”

      “Stop it!”

      He pulled out my cell phone, and with a cavalier toss, he flicked it to the ground.

      “No!” I shouted. I felt like he tossed my only connection to my mom away.

      Calling on all my power, I let it swirl about me like it did at the minotaur pit. “Let me go!” I screamed at him.

      He grew and grew, laughing in that enormous voice, until he darkened the sky with his enormous power.

      “Foolish mortal. Your power is but a pittance compared to my eternal glory.”

      I called to my magic. How do we beat him?

      Without magic, it replied. And with it.

      What the cuss did that mean?

      Sharir clapped his hands together, snuffing out all my power in an instant and enclosing me between his palms. At least his hands muffled the sound of his deranged laughter.

      I was smushed inside his hands for so long I’d used up the air and started getting lightheaded before he released me. I fell to a stone floor in a heap and gasped for air. I was in a castle so big it made me the size of a cockroach. Sharir, in human form, albeit the size of a titan, sat on a disgustingly opulent throne, staring into another black vortex. In its center was a view of the oceanic denizen of Fourth Earth from above. Sharir spied on the battle from here, using his gross, tainted magic vortexes.

      “Let’s see how Fourth Earth and the fallen genie fare without their angelic little heroine or the leadership of First Earth,” Sharir said. “Without you, those cowardly worms will be choked with fear in the face of that water demon.”

      I stood up, tempted to run, but I had to know—would the plan work? Could Rowan and the others succeed without me or the Odonatas?

      Oh crap on a cracker! I thought. Serene’s anti-acid spells. With her dead, they won’t hold!

      For several tense seconds, nothing happened. I gripped my hands so tightly my knuckles ached. Would the demon’s stomach acid disable the mines before they exploded?

      With relentless persistence, the enormous crab legs marched toward the Lorelai Atoll and the gathered citizens of Fourth Earth. From above I saw how truly massive the demon was. The Lorelai Atoll was the size of a dime compared to it. People were less than plankton.

      My heart sank. They had no chance. None.

      An enormous explosion blew a tangled mess of tentacles into the ocean. The frankenmother stopped marching forward. A second explosion rocked the monster, and it staggered on its long legs.

      Sharir clutched the arms of his throne.

      “What magic is this?” he said, making me clap my hands over my ears.

      With a third explosion, a sizable hole erupted from the gelatinous blob of a head. The fourth explosion incinerated the joints of two legs. The monster sank slowly into the water. Huge blobs of flesh splashed into the newly expanded ocean. Miles upon miles of monster guts and goo leaked from the massive holes.

      I waited, expecting a fifth explosion. It never came. One of the teams failed to deliver their mine. Was it because the monster killed them first? Who died? I shuddered. Please not Kinza or Rein, I prayed in my heart.

      Sharir’s mouth twisted in anger. His long mustache trembled as his rage built. He pounded on the arms of his throne. The force of his anger shook the floor hard enough to crack a stone at the base of the wall behind me and knock me off my feet.

      “Three!” he bellowed.

      I curled in a ball and filled my ear canal with jellified light to prevent my ear drums from perforating.

      “Three of the four tasks completed despite my eternity of planning? How can this be? Why would beings of such a base nature bother to rise against such overwhelming odds?” He turned his shrewd eyes to me. “It’s because of you, isn’t it? You give them hope. You continue to slip out of the surest traps, as though covered in the slime of a garden snail. You succeed simply because I can’t fathom your lowness from my transcendent existence. The time for subtlety is past.”

      He brought his hands together and cupped them. A dark, hollow spell formed. I knew that spell. I’d seen it before. Staggering with panic I turned to run from him, but a thick wall of stone stood before me.

      “Ah,” he said, “you remember this spell? I taught it to one of your kind and lent her my power to fuel it.”

      The darkness grew, chilling me with fear. Reaching the wall, I banged against it and ran along its edge.

      “Your Vi Lorina was a talented illusionist,” Sharir said, “but even with her age and experience, she fell victim to my all-encompassing power. It stripped away her sanity, and she warped the intention of my spell.”

      There was no door, no window, no escape at all. I called on my light to cover me in a shield.

      “Not to worry, little worm, I shall take only your magic. Your body shall be fed to my servants. And your soul shall drift, lost forever in the spell of this false earth, cut off from the afterlife.”

      He opened his mouth and inhaled. My light shield vanished into his mouth and more light flooded from my chest. I screamed in cell-wrenching agony. Acres of my power flowed into him, draining my gleaming ocean. I sagged to my knees and reached out, desperate to cling onto my only hope of returning to Temnon. My light spilled between my fingers, heedless of my grasping hand.

      “Stop,” I begged, contorting on the stone floor. “I’ll do anything. Just stop.”

      But he didn’t stop. As the last drop of my precious magic vanished behind his nasty lips, he sat still for a moment, looking at the ceiling while I writhed in empty agony on the floor.

      “Divine,” he breathed, pointing a long finger at me. “Positively heavenly. Did you have any idea of the nature of your magic? Does anyone? Other than me?”

      With my face pressed into the floor, I dragged myself away from him. I didn’t know why. There was nowhere to go.

      Sharir ignored me and lifted a hand to his earring. A bead glowed as he touched it.

      “Look to the future,” he demanded. “Has it changed?”

      I heard nothing. Sharir shook the bead in impatience. “Tell me!”

      Stop! I’ll see.

      I knew that voice. I peeled my face from the stone floor and looked at the bead. All the waking dreams I’d experienced last year flooded to my mind. A small, circular prison, the rattling impacts on my joints, and the voice as big as a world demanding to know the future.

      That bead on Sharir’s earring was the Seer’s prison. Delphi was in that bead, the slave of Sharir and the victim of a horrible, undead state. Is that what awaited me?

      Terrified, horrifically hollow, and alone, I let my face fall to the floor. In front of me was the crack in the stone caused by Sharir pounding on his throne. I inched toward it.

      “Answer me, slave.” Sharir demanded of the Seer. “Has the future changed?”

      I wiggled through the crack into a hollow space within the wall as I heard the Seer’s answer.

      Yes, she said with a stricken sob. The future I foresaw is no more.

      I fell, bouncing from stone to stone into the depths of the giant castle as Sharir’s delighted laughter followed me into the darkness.

      

      Concluded in Book Five. False Earth.

    

  







            Preview of Book Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Due to the herculean efforts of Agnes and her allies, the warring clans of Fourth Earth have finally united, but at a devastating cost. No longer content to manipulate circumstances from afar, the Overlord of Demonkind, Sharir the Endless, has thundered onto the scene. With the destruction of an entire planet whetting his appetite for blood, he has murdered Temnon’s parents and taken Agnes to his stolen world, the Nia Nega Abyss.

      Stripped of her magic and her allies, Agnes is left with only her wits, courage, and stubborn refusal to roll over and die. Crawling through the walls of Sharir’s giant-sized fortress like a cockroach, Agnes is determined to spy on the genie and find a way to contact the army of friends she has gathered. But how, when the manufactured planet is cut off from the Jent Paths, the universe, and even the spirit-realm? How can she defeat a genie who has eluded death itself? And how will she survive a demonic death trap of a planet with no magic?

      



  






      Agnes must rise higher than ever before if she is to escape the planetary prison and defy the new future written by Sharir, and she must hurry. Sharir has already begun assembling his demon armies to launch his horrific plan to enslave the universe.

      Join us in the concluding book of the Arch Mage series—False Earth.

    

  







            Pronunciation Guide

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some readers have requested a pronunciation guide for the various people, places, and things in the Arch Mage series. I have dutifully tried to outline how I pronounce the various words; however, I am no linguist and encourage readers to pronounce words as benefits their own reading experience.

      

        

      
        Ademic — /uh-DEM-ik/

        Agnes Ann Cavanaugh — /AG-ness / AN / KAV-uh-naw/

        Arch Mage — /ARK MAYJ/

        Aridin — /EHR-ih-duhn/

        Ayda — /EYE-duh/

        Buchanan — /byoo-CAN-nuhn/

        Cetus — /SEA-tuhs/

        Chiri — /CHIH-ree/

        Claude — /KLAWD/

        Colucci — /kuh-LOO-chee/

        Coralis — /kohr-AL-ihs/

        Delphinium Trendicles — /dehl-FIHN-ee-uhm/ TREHN-dih-kleez/

      

      

      



  






      
        
        Djinn — /JIHN/

        Dominath — /DAW-mih-nath/

        Galdor — /GHAL-dohr/

        Grimmal — /GRIHM-uhl/

        Hawkins — /HAW-kihnz/

        Jenz Nighting — /JENZ/ NAHIT-ing/

        Jiniri — /JIHN-ih-ree/

        Jolo — /JOH-loh/

        Kinza — /KIHN-zuh/

        Koban — /koh-BAHN/

        Lillian — /LIL-lee-uhn/

        Linnea — /LIN-ee-uh/

        Lord Chevlin — /LORD/ SHEV-lihn/

        Lorelai Atoll — /LORE-uh-lie/ A-tahl/

        Maudine — /maw-DEEN/

        Mythrion — /MYTH-ree-on/

        Neller — /NEL-er/

        Nemantia — /nuh-MAN-chee-uh/

        Odonata — /oh-duh-NAW-tuh/

        Odric — /AW-drik/

        Orion — /oh-RYE-uhn/

        Paladin — /PAL-ih-duhn/

        Pauliweb — /PAH-lee-web/

        Phar Sekmet — /FAR/ SEHK-MET/ (Both syllables  accented equally.)

        Philomanth — /FAIH-loh-manth/

        Regent Menneth — /REE-juhnt/ MEN-eth/

        Rein — /RAYN/

        Rowan — /ROH-wuhn/

        Sadie — /SAY-dee/

        Satyr — /SAY-ter/

        Sciftan — /SKIFF-tuhn/

        Seraph — /SEHR-uf/

        Serene — /suh-REEN/

        Suelta — /soo-WEHL-tah/

        Taeda — /TAY-duh/

        Temnon — /TEM-NAWN/ (Both syllables accented equally.)

        Tomte — /TAHMT/

        Urcha — /UR-chuh/

        Vi Lorina — /VAI-lor-EE-nuh/ (VAI rhymes with fly)
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