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Darkness surrounded me as I fell into consciousness. To shake off the fog in my head, I tried to stretch. Hard, unyielding walls inhibited my movement. I was trapped in a small space.
A deep voice, as large as a world, rang within my prison. “Has the future changed?”
It happened again, the horrible question I’d been asked thousands of times—the reason I remained in this prison worse than any grave. What happened to me? Where was I? How did I come to be here?
“Let me out,” I yelled. Unused to speaking, my plea grated and cracked.
A force lifted my small prison and rattled me inside it. Knees, elbows, and head battered against the walls; weakness prevented any protection. 
“Answer me,” raged the powerful voice.
“Stop,” I cried, pain stinging my bones. “I’ll see.”
The shaking ceased. All tears cried out long ago, my lids closed with a raspy scrape, and I retreated into my only remaining comfort, my own magic. 
Show me the future, I whispered in my mind. 
A vision filled the darkness. I saw a universe full of planets—and planets full of people. Each life was precious beyond measure, and blissfully unaware of the doom advancing across the universe. Like smoke spread by the wind or the plague spread by touch, the shadow smeared across populated planets. It reached into every gap and cranny, enclosing them gently into its grip. 
Glimpses of brightness gleamed in the doom. Brave beings whose mercy prevented the plague from sealing its hold. A cluster of golden stars in the center of the universe radiated strength. Galaxies away, a star with a purple hue shone with steady wisdom. One mysterious glimmer of green traveled from planet to planet, bringing justice and healing. Countless flickers of love dotted the black expanse. They gave me hope. I cast my focus to the planet of flame. It had burned for eons in unwavering order, but now shadow crept between the dancing embers, quietly weakening the united light, and I despaired.
No. Had the child fallen?
In the darkness, I searched for a light shining brighter than the rest, a white light of pure, innocent power. It yet remained. I’d foreseen it millennia ago, and I desperately searched its future. Nothing had changed. This human child, little more than a speck of dust in the grand scheme of existence, stayed rooted in goodness, a sliver in the hand of my captor’s shadowed fist. 
A hint of connection warmed my gift. Silently, I called to the child, pleading for help. But why? The white light shone on a planet on the other side of the universe. None knew I still existed. None knew of my plight. None heard my pleas.
Anguish overcame me, and I retreated from my vision.
“The future holds its course,” I reported to my captor.
He bellowed in fury, and an insurmountable fatigue washed over me. As I drifted away, the hint of connection sparked a theory. It required pondering, but for the first time in my memory, I had a reason to fight the spell that took away my mind. It was worth the pain.
“—right, Ags?”
The small cell no longer squeezed my joints—only a cold, hard surface pressed against my forehead, conveying the steady hum of tires on the road.
“Ags? Hellooo?”
Heavy rain clouds drooped to the horizon, and blurred, wet rooftops slowly came into focus. For some reason, I blinked several times to moisten my eyes, but they weren’t dry. Weird. They were dry a second ago.
“Hey, are you awake?” 
“Yeah,” I heard myself say. “I’m awake.”
“What are you staring at?”
I didn’t know. Shakily, I lifted my head from the window and shifted the seatbelt strap away from my jaw. It was wet with drool. Gross. I wiped the corner of my mouth on my coat sleeve.
“You okay, babe?” 
My best friend, Sadie, sat next to me, her blond hair curling inches from my face. In front of us, the backs of three heads, Dr. James Buchanan, Sadie’s grandfather and my mentor, Dr. B’s assistant, Ms. Chippy, and my mom, swayed in unison as the airport shuttle zoomed around a curve in the road.
“Agnes?” Sadie asked again. “We were talking, and you just kind of slumped against the window. You okay?”
“I think so.” 
I rubbed my thighs. They burned with nerve pain. I didn’t know why. I didn’t do anything to aggravate my neuropathy beyond sitting for an hour.
“Are you nauseous, sunshine?” Mom asked over her shoulder. “You haven’t been car sick for months. Remember our old Volkswagen bug convertible? I miss that old heap.”
“I’m not nauseous,” I said. “I think I fell asleep. I had this short, really intense dream.”
“Creepy.” Sadie leaned away a few inches. “Your eyes were wide open and staring out the window.”
Dr. Buchanan’s rich, tenor voice joined in. “Sleeping with the eyes open is not unheard of. As a blind person, I suffer from it myself occasionally. My ophthalmologist recommended a complex treatment involving taping my eyelids closed while I slept to fix the dryness.”  
Dry eyes. That was in my dream. My magical gift of truth made telepathy easy for me. Did I drift off and accidentally access a memory from Dr. B? But why dream about a painful prison? And why suddenly start sleeping with my eyes open? 
Sadie put the back of her hand against my forehead, feeling for a fever. “You look pale, Ags.”
“I do feel kind of freaked. That dream—so strange.”
“Almost there,” she said, her phone’s navigation app glowing on her perfect skin. “Five minutes is all. Can you hold on?”
“Yes.”
She still thought I was car sick, but I wasn’t. Outside the window, an early April storm coated everything with gray: sky, roads, buildings—everything. Only the occasional billboard popped with color, but even the flashy advertisements faded in the cloud-muted light. I was so ready for summer.
In the airport’s covered drop-off zone, the driver hurried to open the doors and help us with our bags. The lighted, red lettering of the marquis just inside the sliding glass door glowed “Welcome to LaGuardia” in a pleasant display of color. The wheels of our carry-ons rattled over the grating, and we merged into a throng of passengers hurrying to the boarding desk.
“Everybody have all their stuff?” Mom asked, huffing with the quick pace. “Tickets? Phones? IDs? Money? Luggage?”
Dr. Buchanan, Sadie, and Ms. Chippy patted their pockets and dug into their bags to see. I unzipped my coat and slapped my thigh through my long, flowing shirt. My Aether pouch, strapped over my leggings, bulged with the familiar shapes of my seven Aether Stones, my arch mage crest, and my cell. Red armor, PJs, and a couple of outfits were folded neatly in my carry-on, and around my neck hung a cat pendant of snowflake obsidian.
Check, check, check, and—dang it. I left my makeup bag with all my toiletries on the vanity at home. Oh well. 
“I’m good,” I said.
“Me, too.” Sadie stuffed her designer pocketbook under her coat.
Ms. Chippy snapped open Dr. Buchanan’s briefcase and rifled through tidy folders bearing The Bounteous Life logo, a yellow sheaf of wheat growing out of a black crack in the ground. Dr. B had started the nonprofit group to help people recover from the earthquakes in February. Well, Dame Maudine actually started it—disguising herself in scrubs and helping the wounded—but Dr. B took over and turned it into an official foundation. Satisfied with the paperwork, Ms. Chippy secured the locks and glanced at the boarding desk.
“Aye. The lines are so long. People are starting to travel again, yes?”
“Lend me your arm, Ms. Chippy,” Dr. Buchanan said. “We can save a place while Agnes says goodbye.”
“Wait, wait, I have to say goodbye too.” She bustled over and wrapped her plump arms around me. “I still think you are too young for a job that makes you travel alone,” she said into my shoulder. “What idiot government sends a child into the mountains to look for wild animals?”
“Endangered species,” Dr. Buchanan corrected. “We’ve covered this already. This is a good opportunity. She was lucky to get selected.”
My internal lie detector buzzed, but since Dr. Buchanan lied for me, I ignored it. Technically, I was looking for rare animals, just not on this planet. And finding sun larvae in molten cores was way more dangerous than hiking in the mountains. I hated lying to Ms. Chippy, but it was far easier for her to believe the government hired me to report on wildlife. There was no way she would understand a magical, gigantic sun larva’s hunger meltdown nearly exploded the entire planet.
Ms. Chippy’s energetic gaze conflicted with the bags under her eyes. “Come with us to Illinois. You can report to the government that the cow population survived the quakes.”
“I’m proud of Agnes,” Sadie said. “She’s doing important work.” 
“Our volunteers do important work,” Ms. Chippy argued. “She can work for us.”
Dr. Buchanan tutted in disagreement. “The key word, my dear assistant, is volunteer. With my financial empire massively depleted after the Great Quakes Calamity, she is wise to earn money at every opportunity. Government jobs are rare, with so many resources assisting countries that suffered far more than ours. Agnes will be fine. Even you have to admit she’s getting stronger.”
Someone noticed. I started with squats.
Ms. Chippy pursed her lips in protest, but harrumphed through her nose and gave in. “Yes, yes, she is. I am so proud of my good girl,” she stroked my cheek. “You take care, chiquita. Don’t get eaten by a puma. Oh! I almost forgot.” She pulled a plastic baggie full of homemade donuts from her oversized coat pocket. “In case you get hungry.”
“Donuts? Yes! Thanks, Ms. Chippy. I’ll be careful.”
“I know you will,” she said. 
Dr. Buchanan reached out a hand, and when it felt my shoulder, he scooped me in for a one-armed hug. Of all the people on my planet, only the four of us knew his sight had been restored, and only three of us knew the cure was magic. 
“You have the compensation contract, right?” he whispered into my ear.
“In my bag,” I whispered back. 
“Wonderful. Then let Operation Bounteous Harvest begin.”
“Yes, sir.”
He released me and held his arm straight out from his shoulder. “To the everlasting line, Ms. Chippy.”
“See you in a few days.” Ms. Chippy placed his outstretched hand on her shoulder. Still believing his restored vision might be temporary, she helped him pull off his blind act, in case one of his millions of fans happened to be watching. “This way, Doctor.” 
A man in a business suit ran into Sadie, knocking her off balance. 
“Oh, sorry,” he blurted, still walking full speed. Then he nearly broke his neck wrenching it around gawk at her. 
No surprise—Sadie was especially gorgeous today. 
“I miss the private jet,” Sadie muttered.
“What do you expect when you’re so pretty?” I asked.
“It’s the cream you magicked.” Sadie touched her smooth, perfect face in pure satisfaction. “I don’t even wear foundation anymore. Your clear skin spell is miraculous.”
“All those ripped farm boys will go crazy over you.”
“There’s a door.” Mom pointed out a janitor’s closet behind us. “Come on, girls.”
We rolled our luggage over. I pulled my solid-gold arch mage crest from my Aether pouch, then hid it behind my back as a group of young New Yorkers laden down with ski equipment passed. One young guy with an “Xtremeski” beanie slouched over his ears stared at my scars. 
“Whoa, wrong face,” he sneered. “Ever hear of plastic surgery?”
I’d heard a lifetime’s worth of inconsiderate comments, but it still stung. A soft hiss rose from my pendant, and I clutched it gently out of habit. Sadie judged him with that scathing stare popular girls used to control the rabble. 
“You clearly haven’t. You go skiing and faceplant into an ugly tree?” She turned away but wasn’t done. “Extreme posers, you mean.”
The guy strutted into the center of his crew, still laughing at me. “What a deformity.” 
Mom tensed up, preparing to chase them down and slap the sass out of them. 
“I’ve got this, Mom,” I said.
Accessing my magic, I opened my hand and shot a magical beam of white light near the ground right in the path of beanie boy. 
“Harden,” I whispered, closing my fist.
My spell worked perfectly. Two months of intense illusionist training with Mistress Glaydn and Chiri enabled me to solidify my light into a dense block. Xtremeski kid tripped dramatically over the invisible block, and the weight of his skis tipped him forward. In a cascade of flailing arms, he and the heavy bag hit the ground. His buddies scrambled to avoid him and quickly shifted their mocking from me to their unfortunate friend.
“Instant karma, bra,” one taunted, slapping the poor kid’s head as he walked past.
“Shut up,” he yelled back, snatching his beanie from the airport floor and pulling it over his shame-reddened ears.
“Did you do that?” Mom asked me. Other people couldn’t see my magic light unless I wanted them to.
“Yup,” I said proudly.
“Well, he had it coming,” she approved. “Count that as homework for Mistress Glaydn. Frankly, they’re lucky I didn’t get hold of their punk rears.”
“They’re just dumb kids, Mom,” I said. “Let ‘em live.”
“Fine way to treat someone who saved the whole world from tearing apart.”
“I’m glad they don’t know,” I admitted. “I hate being famous. At least here I can live a relatively normal life.”
“True,” agreed Mom. “I hardly see you as it is.”
“I’d love being famous,” mused Sadie, “if I had a handsome bodyguard to chase off stalkers.”
“Like Nemantia and Jenz?” I asked her. “Illinois isn’t exactly your scene. You could come with me. Nemantia is asking for a visit. She hasn’t been shopping in weeks.”
“Oh, neither have I.” Sadie’s manicured fingers twirled a blond lock longingly. 
Sadie loved First Earth. My amazing boyfriend, Prince Temnon Odonata, matter-shaper extraordinaire, and his cousin, the necromancer Princess Nemantia, always treated Sadie like a visiting dignitary.
“I’m tempted,” she said. “I need a good pampering, but I’ve got negotiations to conduct.”
“With farmers? What are you up to?” 
“Don’t worry about me. You’ve got your own work.” 
That was mysterious. It wasn’t like Sadie to brush me off, but I let it go. It was probably about her grandpa’s foundation. She had a knack for making herself indispensable.
Sadie kissed my cheeks European style. “Love you, Ags. Be safe.”
“You too, and watch your step in Illinois,” I teased, but kind of not. Her shoes were worth more than my whole outfit. 
Mom hugged me, nearly smushing my donuts. “These goodbyes never get any easier.” 
“Mom, I’m an arch mage, not a baby,” I reminded her. “I have responsibilities.”
“I do, too,” she retorted, “and my most important responsibility is making sure you reach adulthood in one piece. Your part-time job makes that a lot harder.”
“Why are you so worried? I’ve survived five cores already. Dr. Buchanan isn’t complaining.”
“Of course, he isn’t. Your fees help his foundation with earthquake recovery. But isn’t there a safer way to do it? Just ask your truth magic if there’s a sun larva. You can’t lie. That should be enough for the government types on these planets.”
“I’m a Wielder of Truth, not an all-knowing psychic. My magic doesn’t work on stuff I’m not in contact with.”
“But what about when you . . .”
“Okay,” I admitted, “occasionally I know universal truths that apply to everyone and never change, but I haven’t figured out how to control that part of my gift. I can ask about outside truths that affect people I know, but I can’t just ask my magic any random question and expect an answer. I have to look for the sun larva myself.” 
“It’s not just the sun larvae.” Mom argued. “Remember Fourth Earth? They didn’t like your report and things got heated.”
Stupid Chief Galdor. The leader of the centaur clan tried to make the condition of their sun larva my fault, as if my tiny mission into its brain caused centuries of malnourishment. Really? They’d known about the planetary magic shortage forever, so yeah, blame me, that made sense. Still, I shouldn’t have called Galdor stubborn, or brainless for that matter. Thank goodness Arch Mage Claude stepped in before I called him a ‘roid rage nag.
“Okay, so I didn’t handle that in the most mature manner,” I admitted, “but even presidents say things they regret.”
“I’m just not sure you’re ready for this kind of responsibility,” she said, “And about the contract—Operation Bounteous Harvest—can’t Temnon . . . ?
I knew what she was going to ask. “Sure, Temnon can shape dirt into whatever I ask for, but that doesn’t mean he should. These missions are about more than sun larva. They’re also about building good relationships with other planets—trading and alliances and political stuff. I’m trying to do things the right way.”
“Most sixteen-year-olds work in a burger joint to learn people skills. Maybe you should try that while you’re training your magic.”
Fighting to keep my tone positive, I said, “Most sixteen-year-olds aren’t arch mage of a planet, but if you really want me serving slabs of processed meat fillers to crackheads and handsy pedophiles . . .”
Mom glared. “You know that isn’t what I meant,” she said with a stern edge.
I laughed. “I’m only teasing. I do have a lot to learn, but I’m not in this alone. My team takes good care of me.”
My pendant shifted against my neck.
“I know, I know,” Mom kissed my forehead. “It’s just that, as soon as things calm down for us, some huge, unconquerable disaster happens, and you nearly die again.”
“Don’t jinx me.”
“You’re right. Sorry, sunshine.” Mom put both hands on my shoulders. “Call us when you get back, and we’ll send you the coordinates so you can transport to Illinois. All clear on the plan?”
“Got it,” I said and emphasized it with a firm nod. 
“Good, see you soon. Say hi to Tem and his family. Love you, hon.”
“Bye, Mom.”
I held my crest against the janitor’s closet and wished for the Apex. I opened the door a crack, trying to conceal the bright, early morning tropical sunlight pouring from the door. 
“Stay safe,” Sadie said.
“Thanks, Sades. Have fun in farmland.”
I closed the door behind me. Instantly, I went from being with Mom and Sadie in New York to over 5,000 miles away in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Magic was so cool. 
Now, on to Earth 22.
 

 

Jinxed
￼[image: A close up of a sign  Description automatically generated]
 
Contrary to the gray of New York, my Apex exploded with color. Schools of tropical fish, jewels in the wave-dappled sunlight, swam up to the curved glass wall to greet me. I wiggled my finger by the glass, and my favorite, a threadfin butterflyfish, flipped his happy yellow tail to chase my fingertip with his white nose. 
“Hi, Sheldon,” I said to him. 
I checked the high-tech watch my hacker friend, Kymm, built just for me; my goodbyes and the debate with Mom put me behind schedule. I unclasped the pendant from the chain around my neck and put it on the floor. It stretched, its forelegs pointed forward and its tiny stone tail reached up to the ceiling.
“That adolescent should respect his betters,” my pendant complained in an itty-bitty voice. She licked her tiny stone claws. “Why not let me teach him a lesson?”
“We have more important things to do, Lumi. And we’re going to be late.” 
I tossed my coat on the sofa as a melodious ringtone chimed from my computer. I touched the screen to answer, and Kymm’s excited smile lit up the monitor. Former Detective Colucci staggered under the weight of a heavy box and dropped it on the floor of Kymm’s computer lab in Washington, D.C. Rows of servers blinked behind him, and water from the hotel above them stained the walls of the abandoned basement level.
“Hi, guys,” I said.
“Hi, Arch Mage,” Kymm said. “Don’t leave yet. Your watch’s battery is low.”
“Okay. Earth 22 won’t be on the same time system anyway.” I connected it to the computer’s charging port. “See you when I get back.”
“No, wait,” Kymm said, her hands waving crazily on the screen. “Take it with you. It has other features.”
“Like what?” 
Kymm pushed up her glasses and clicked her mouse a few times. “It’s complicated. I’ll explain when you aren’t in a hurry.” 
Behind Kymm, Dame Maudine wandered into a narrow maze of servers with blinking colored lights, looking around for someone or something. “Is that my dearling?” Maudine’s royal gown of blue satin snagged on a sharp corner and stretched almost to tearing. “Gracious, what a pinch. Agnes, where are you?”
“Oh, don’t go back there,” Kymm said, swiveling around to see Maudine hopelessly stuck. 
Kymm’s battered office chair spun as she jumped up to help Maudine disentangle her dress from the racks of computer equipment. Why was Temnon’s great-grandmother in Kymm’s lab? 
“Agnes is over there.” Kymm brought Maudine to the screen.
I waved to get her attention.
She leaned over Kymm’s desk, her wrinkles and green life magic magnified by the camera. She giggled with delight. “I see you in there. Is this a big cellular phone?”
“It’s a computer,” I said. 
“Oh yes, you’ve mentioned computers before.” Maudine poked the keyboard experimentally. “I can’t see how they work, though.”
Technology on most planets relied heavily on magic. They knew nothing of our science-based devices.
“What are you doing here on Second Earth?”
“Lord Chevlin and I are bringing over the first of the equipment for the test.”
Test? I slapped my hand against my head. I’d forgotten all about it. I promised to let Kymm take some readings months ago. Argh. The new responsible me needed a secretary to keep track of all my obligations. Or a doppelganger. One of me for Arch Mage duties and another me for Agnes Ann Cavanaugh stuff. We could meet once a week to share what we learned and do each other’s nails. Too bad it could never happen. I had to handle everything myself. 
Kymm leaned into the screen and the camera showed me the tiny pores on her nose. “Don’t try to weasel out of it again, Agnes. You owe me and Colucci.” 
“Yeah, I know, for saving my life in Boston and covering for me.”
“Covering for what?” Dame Maudine crowded Kymm to get a better view. “Something to do with your mission to the core last February?”
“That’s right.” Kymm leaned back to tell the story. “This planet doesn’t know about Jent Paths. When big balls of light kept coming and going from the Boston penthouse, it attracted a group of alien enthusiasts.”
“Oh, dearie.” Dame Maudine understood enough to know that was bad for me. “What happened?”
Kymm grinned with pride. “I flew a drone with a high-powered LED spotlight around the building. The news reported it as a hoax and most people lost interest.”
“That’s how we knew Agnes was in the penthouse when the earthquake hit,” Colucci added, slitting the box tape with a switchblade. “We were keeping an eye on the whackos and saw her coming in the Jent Path.”
“And that,” I concluded, “is why I agreed to let them test me.”
Maudine patted Kymm’s smooth, black hair. “Well, then I owe Kymm my undying gratitude. Lord Chevlin and I are itching to test your magic levels.”
“Finished with the somnatic.” Lord Chevlin stayed out of the camera’s view, but the mic picked up his voice. “We can fetch the next load.”
“Just in time for the midday meal,” replied Maudine. “I’ve worked up quite the appetite. Thank you, Kymm, dear. We’ll head home and be back in a bit.”
“Maybe I’ll see you at the palace,” I said. “We have to pick up Temnon and Grimmal.”
“Smashing,” Maudine said. “Dine with us and catch us up on all the latest Second Earth news.”
“I’ll come once my watch charges.”
“Bye, Dame Maudine, Lord Chevlin,” Kymm said. A flash of golden light from an opening Jent Path reflected on her glasses. “Okay, Agnes, just five minutes for your watch to charge.”
I grabbed a wireless earbud, so I’d still hear Kymm in the bathroom. “Then I’ll make a pit stop and grab a few things. I’m already late.”
Kymm nodded. “Switching off speakers.”
I stuffed the earbud in my ear canal and dragged my carry-on down the short hall to my sleeping quarters.
“I don’t understand why you care about being prompt,” Lumi said, her tone lowering as she grew from a small pendant to a normal housecat. Her stone exterior softened into supple, fur-covered skin. “Earth 22 is lucky to have you visit them at all, let alone on their schedule.”
She leaped onto my king-sized bed while I tossed my luggage next to her. “They are paying me a fortune.” 
Lumi kept complaining and expanding. “As they should.”
“I’m trying to keep our clients happy.”
“Why bother?”
“Happy clients mean more missions and more pay. When I investigated First Earth’s core, they recommended me to Fourth, Sixteenth, and Tenth, who are all recommending me to other planets.”
“Twelfth Earth wasn’t happy. Jealous little kits,” she growled. “It wasn’t your fault they didn’t have a sun larva in their core. Then the centaur chief on Fourth Earth pitched an infantile fit. Why couldn’t the centaurs accept the news with grace like the tree chief, Ronan?”
Chief Ronan of the Aridan tribe couldn’t be anything other than graceful. Honestly, he wasn’t surprised at my report. It didn’t take a genius to figure out the dwindling magic had a negative effect on a creature that survived on nature magic. At least it wasn’t my problem for once—the Seer prophesied Rein would fix that particular disaster. All he had to do was marry a nice girl with jurisdiction over the magic of a whole world. A girl who wasn’t me, so there had to be another planet with only one wizard—somewhere. Poor Rein. I didn’t envy him.
“Good news or bad,” I said, heading into the bathroom, “being dependable is important.”
I flipped on the light to grab what I’d forgotten in New York. The mood lighting in my indoor hot tub blinked on, inviting me to relax in its soothing bubbles, but I remained professional and retrieved the toiletries I needed from my custom-shaped vanity.
“Remind me to never hire a sciftan for a customer-service job,” I called to Lumi.
“I’ll thank you not to. Sciftans don’t care much for anything that isn’t a sciftan.”
Lumi’s father, Grimmal, always said that, but it never set off my lie detector. After pondering it for a few weeks, I figured out why. Grimmal considered me an adopted daughter, of sorts, and Lumi thought of me as a sister—a helpless baby sister who needed protecting every second of every day. Since I, too, was a sciftan, they were both loyal to me and apathetic to everyone, including me, at the same time. 
“You care about me,” I challenged her. 
Hands full of products, combs, and oral hygiene implements, I returned to my bag. Lumi, now taking up half my bed, shook out a final growth of white fur with gray and black spots. She liked to inhabit a snow leopard form. Her silvery-blue eyes shut tight as she yawned. 
“Sometimes. When you’re not boring.”
I zipped my stuff into the small pocket next to Dr. Buchanan’s contract and my whole Apex rang with a rattling bong.
“What the smack was that?” I asked.
Lumi’s fur bristled along her back, and a frantic voice yelled in my ear. I jumped before remembering the earbud. 
“Agnes! Agnes, you have an intruder in your living room!”
I looked at Lumi in surprise. “An intruder? In my super-secret Apex that no one knows about except my family, my support team, and the Odonatas?” 
I turned toward the hall, but Lumi put a paw on my hand and hissed, “Wait.”
The clack of Kymm’s keyboard rattled as she typed. “He triggered motion sensors, so we know he, or it, is a physical presence. I can’t really see what it is . . .”
Colucci’s deeper voice interrupted. “We don’t have a good enough camera angle to give you an accurate description, but the perp is in the center of the room near the sofa.”
“It can’t be human. It doesn’t have feet. It moves like it’s alive, though.” Kymm gasped in awe. “It’s an alien. A glowing alien—this is so cool!”
That meant a magical intruder. A snarl pulled at Lumi’s lips. I guess her sciftan ears heard Kymm shouting in my ear canal. She stalked silently down the hall, her whiskers twitching with each sniff of her nose. I lightly held her tail, partly because I wanted her to know where I was and partly because Kymm’s description made me nervous.
“And Maudine left only seconds ago,” Kymm said. “This is so frustrating. I’m buying better cameras today. It’s facing the ocean. Fido’s swimming around out there. Holy flip!”
The Apex rang with another bong, this one louder than the first.
“Fido just attacked,” Kymm yelled.
That explained the noise. The great white shark Rein assigned to protect me slammed into the glass wall facing the ocean. The mysterious intruder even alarmed him. Who was in there?
Colucci spoke again. “Stay by Lumi. We’ll watch the cams here. Come through the mage door if there’s trouble.” The mic picked up the metal grind of the slide on a Glock. “I got you covered.”
We crept to the living room. A strange, brilliant sparkle messed with my vision. A line of magic hovered above the floor. I’d never seen magic like it—clear, glassy flames danced, flinging glittering sparks all over my furniture. 
I crouched behind Lumi and gathered a ball of magic in my hand.
“Hello?” 
The line shifted, expanding as it turned, and opened to a circular window. In the center of the window, with lips stretched over daggered fangs in a friendly reptilian smile, hovered a green, scaled muzzle and glinting amber eyes. A furry ruff, streaked with gray, surrounded the ears. Thick, black ram’s horns curved through the ruff and protruded just below the powerful jaw.
Kymm’s awed gasp whispered in the earbuds. I understood why she panicked: she had never met a dragon before. Lumi hunched over her paws, snarling. The glass wall trembled as Fido attempted to chomp the scaled face with rows of teeth.
“Down, Fido,” I said, approaching the window. 
Violent sort, isn’t he? I heard the telepathy in my head.
“Only when threatened,” I replied. “How are you, Regent Menneth?”
In response, the regent’s boney frills behind his ram’s horns erected, encircling his grinning face. Full of vigor and ready to fight. 
Dominath, the Dragon of Knowledge, had downloaded dragon etiquette into my brain, so I knew immediately how to answer. 
“As is expected of a dragon. How can I be of service, mighty Regent?”
By coming immediately. Third Earth needs you.
Wait. Did I hear that right? Go to the dragon world? With toxic air and volcanoes and giant carnivorous predators way more intelligent than me? Drat it all. Mom really did jinx me. 
“You need me?” I gurgled nervously. “But why?”
This can’t come as a surprise, Arch Mage, the regent said. Not when planets are clamoring for your services.
“You want me to check for a sun larva? I don’t get it. At the assembly a few months ago, you said you don’t have one.”
No harm in confirmation, he said. We have recently completed the application process, and I’ve decided an expert visit is necessary.
An unpleasant buzz rattled my spine. Why would the leader of the dragon world lie to me? I didn’t dare accuse him directly; offending any dragon was moronic, let alone the regent. I softly cleared my throat and glanced away from him. Luckily, my human body language wasn’t lost on him. His amber eyes met mine, and deep in my head I heard the softest, Shh. 
What in the sheesh? 
He lifted his head out of the circle and growled in various pitches. Dragon speech. It didn’t translate into Ademic. He must have been talking to other dragons on his end. Several roars responded.  
Then I heard, The Arch Mage has agreed to come. 
I hadn’t agreed to anything. What was going on? The sparkling ring and Regent Menneth vanished from sight.
“What was that all about?” Lumi asked.
“You didn’t hear?” 
“Only your side of the conversation.”
That didn’t make sense. Dragon telepathy worked like speaking out loud, everyone within ear shot heard it—unless they intentionally cut someone out. 
“He blocked you? Why?”
Ears flattened and clearly irritated, she growled, “Don’t know. What did he say?”
“That I agreed to go look for a sun larva on Third Earth.”
“What?” Her flat ears lifted in surprise. “You said no such thing.”
“I know. He lied too. He said it was his decision. It wasn’t.”
Lumi tensed with wariness. “Something’s off about all of this.”
“Yes.” I agreed completely. “Off.”
The air in front of me glittered and the circle returned. This time, the regent’s demeanor radiated caution rather than confidence.
I’ve only a moment, Arch Mage, he hissed. I can’t trust anyone so listen carefully. My reign is threatened by a secret society. They are powerful and informed, but every time I catch one, they kill themselves rather than give up their leader. I believe they have orchestrated your visit. You are walking into a trap, but I can’t help you without becoming suspect myself. Wielder of Truth, you must help me root out their leader and unveil their secrets or the freedom of Third Earth is doomed.
“What?” I squeaked. A sharp tingle of pain raced from my toes to my hips, and my leg jumped involuntarily. “Ow. You want me to what?”
Come at once.
“But I can’t. I’m late for a mission on Earth 22. And I don’t have an Aether Stone to Third Earth.”
That is good. It will buy you time. Tell Odric everything and bring protection.
“Protection? Against radical dragons? Like what?”
Dominath. Bring Dominath.
The window vanished again, leaving me pale and shaking. 
Lumi swatted me with a paw. “Are you alright? What did he say to you?”
“Lumi,” I breathed in terror. “I have to go to Third Earth and expose a ring of dragon traitors!”
 
 


A Treacherous Tear
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Mom bravely accepted the news when I called to tell her the regent of Third Earth summoned me. She didn’t understand all the politics of the magical worlds, but even she knew dragons made better allies than enemies. And I might have glossed over the part about the secret society of dragon radicals. I didn’t lie; I just emphasized the part about returning favors.
Lumi wasn’t fooled. Her fur stuck out around her neck and tail, and she paced back and forth like a tiger in a zoo.
“I’m sorry, Lumi, but I don’t know how to get out of this.”
“You’re just lucky I’ll be there,” Lumi snarled. “Arch Mages don’t get many breaks, do they?”
“I don’t want you to get bored. We’d better head to the palace and tell Odric everything. If we hurry, we’ll catch Temnon and Arch Mage Claude before they leave to meet us on Earth 22.”
“Wait just a second,” called a tinny voice.
I’d forgotten about Colucci and Kymm. They obviously watched and heard everything Lumi and I had said on the computer. Kymm jumped up from her keyboard. 
“Open your mage door,” she said, running to close her closet. “I have to clear up space on your watch’s microchip.”
“Space for what?” I grabbed my watch from the charger and wished for Kymm’s lab at my mage door. 
“Your watch takes a picture every ten seconds.” 
She hadn’t told me that. A wave of anger flooded up into my mouth. Like every other tech-using female on the planet, I’d been warned about devices taking secret pictures. 
I yanked open the door. “You’ve been recording my every move. On purpose. Without telling me.”
Kymm hunched guiltily. “I know it sounds bad—” she started, but I quickly cut her off.
“Taking pictures without permission is not cool, Kymm!”
“Simmer down, missy.” Colucci frowned at me. “We’re here to help you and protect your cover. The only weapon we have is information.”
“They have a point,” Lumi said. “Trouble haunts you.” 
“But I wear that watch all the time.” I snuggled my face in her fur to hide my blushing. “Even when I change clothes.” 
Kymm gasped in horror. “Oh, gosh, Agnes. Private pictures are filtered out before I see them. I swear I’m only keeping records of who you meet and where you go.”
My gift hummed. Truth. Stupid, quick temper. “Sorry. I jumped to conclusions.” 
She gave me a sanctimonious nod. “I’m glad you finally see things my way.”
“And your motivations aren’t selfish at all?”
She froze in her holier-than-thou position, then crumbled under my penetrating stare. She threw out her hands at me.
“But you’re a wizard and you see magic all the time. That’s so flipping cool! Is it so wrong to want to watch?”
“Jeez, Kymm. My life isn’t a comic book.”
“Agnes,” Colucci said sternly, “you’re the only magical-type person on the planet. That affects all of us. Other worlds too. Kymm is right to record your life.”
I hadn’t thought of that. Records were important. If the histories of Second Earth were more complete, my job as arch mage would be much easier. I gave in.
“All right. I suppose you can record me, but it has to be so, so, so protected.”
She crossed a finger over her heart and held up her other hand. “I swear no one will know you exist until you want them to.” She connected the watch to her computer. “Now if I had better cameras—oh!” She grabbed a little black item off her desk and ran through the open mage door into my Apex. 
“What’s that?” I asked.
She placed the black thing on the shelf by my computer. 
“A drone,” she said, powering it up. “You could be alone and dying in here, and without the proper camera angles, I’d never know. This baby will help me check on you after every mission.” She dashed back into her lab and pulled my watch from the cord. “Download complete. Take your watch, and go save the dragon world from evil radical spies.” 
“And don’t die,” added Colucci with typical gruffness and unusual sincerity.
“I’ll give it my best shot. Thanks.” 
I closed the mage door and grabbed my carry-on.
“First Earth,” I said. Lumi stepped into the golden circle. 
The floor disappeared, and Lumi and I fell into the blackness. Soon, the stars of the Fulcrum and swirling colors of spinning galaxies blazed. The healing hum of raw magic calmed my neuropathy and my fear. I loved traveling in the Fulcrum. The vast heart of creation shone like a 3-D sci-fi movie, enthralling me as the raw magic centered and filled my reserves. Protected in the magical tube of the Jent Path, I could finally relax a little. I sighed in pleasure as the Path hurled us through the Fulcrum to the wormhole that connected to First Earth.
A flash in the corner of my eye caught my attention. Lumi’s long, white-tipped tail was captured between her impressive fangs. 
“Don’t stare. I’m busy,” she said defensively.
“Doing what? Protecting the universe from your tail?”
A slightly irritated yowl colored her tone. “I’m sharpening my skills for the mission. Dragons are excellent hunters.”
So much for relaxing. Boy, I was glad the regent said I could finish my sun larva mission before going to Third Earth. I needed time to prepare, mentally and physically. “You have to survive the core of Earth 22 first.” 
Her only reply was a fierce growl directed at her tail.
Lumi looked like a fully-grown huntress, but she was young, barely more than a kitten, and tomorrow would be her first time in a planet’s core. She trained hard to imitate her father’s upgraded helcat form. It was an exceptionally difficult form for even an experienced sciftan like Grimmal; for Lumi to achieve it so young was extraordinary. 
This was my fifth mission. Planetary cores didn’t worry me anymore, at least, not too much, but now I had Dr. Buchanan’s contract to deliver, and Kymm’s test, and dragon radicals, yikes. Oh yeah. On top of all that, I had homework for Mistress Glaydn. Might as well cross that off my list. 
“Zero-gravity pouncing. Nice. I’ll train, too.” 
I pulled some magic from my reserves, and my left hand glowed with clean, white light. With my right hand, I shaped it into a solid ball. Once I felt resistance, I trapped the ball of light between both hands and physically squeezed while mentally holding the solid nature of the light. It was a preschooler’s exercise for illusionists on First Earth, and eight-year-old Chiri mastered it in one afternoon. She must have inherited her passion for training from her sister, Sempira. The Jolo were warriors and fire elementals, and Sempira had been their chief, before she died saving a bunch of paladins, and me, from Second Earth’s sun larva’s heat attack. She asked me to bring Chiri to Tirinad and train her to be a warrior, and not just an illusionist. We’d been learning to manipulate light for several months now. Manipulating fire was easier. At least with fire, I felt the heat, but light was tricky to feel, let alone harden. The first few days I mushed out the light balls in seconds, but now they kept their shape.
“You are improving,” Lumi remarked, her mouth full of tail fluff. “Painfully slowly but improving.”
“Thanks for the encouragement.”
Smirking, I tossed the ball of light at her. She snagged it, grasping it with her teeth and forepaws, while raking it mercilessly with her hind claws. A vicious kick popped it from her grasp and hurled it into the depths of the Fulcrum where it joined the sea of shining stars. Only living things were protected in the Jent Path.
“You lost it,” I complained. 
Lumi caught her tail again. “Why do you bother? Light will never compare to physical strength.”
The slight jitter of an unintentional lie ran down my spine. Interesting. I formed a new ball and pushed against its energetic resistance. 
“Light is all I have.”
She had no rebuttal for that. She knew my physical limitations. With a guilty turn of her head, she released her captive tail and licked it smooth. 
Traveling to First Earth only took about ten minutes, but I used every second I had to practice. I grew a light ball bigger than my arm span, and I held it by will alone.
Even Lumi approved with a satisfied purr, rumbling deeper than normal. 
“Better release it,” she said. “We’re approaching the wormhole.”
The roaring of the magical wormhole explained Lumi’s loud purr.
“Catch, Lumi,” I called, propelling the light at her with my magic. 
With a sweeping swat of a spread, furry paw, Lumi knocked it into the Fulcrum. I grabbed the handle of my carry-on, ready to move and get back on schedule.
“What is happening to your light ball?” Lumi hissed.
In the dark of the Fulcrum, my ball of light swooped in a circle. Slowly at first, but it gained speed until it tumbled as fast as the spin cycle of a giant washing machine. Leaving behind a streaking tail of light, the ball spun in a continually shrinking radius, until it merely whirled in place. 
“What the . . .” I wondered.
With a loud pop, my light ball imploded, and a wave of power hit the Jent Path. I felt the flexible barrier bounce me into Lumi’s furry chest. A dark vortex bloomed. Swirling with particles of black, twinkling magic dotting its edge, it rotated in space where my light ball vanished. 
“Whoa!” I yelled. 
My hair stood on end and Lumi bristled as spine-jarring power twisted the calm, straight Jent Path into a knotted mess. Ricocheting against the invisible barriers, we hurtled down the path of disrupted power. I shot out my magic like a jet pack, trying to steer, but I couldn’t get my bearings. My loose shirt flapped wildly, despite the zero gravity, and my carry-on tugged away from me. I clung tightly to the handle as it pulled me from Lumi.
“Something’s sucking my bag,” I yelled over the deafening roar of the wormhole.
“That’s impossible,” she cried back.
Her lips drew back in a snarl when she saw my hair and shirt flapping in some kind of wind. As I bounced off the barrier, she snagged me by the leather strap of my Aether pouch and wrapped me up with all four paws and her tail. Together, we banged into the walls of the Jent Path at every crazy curve and the bag’s handle inched out of my grip with each impact. With a plastic zip, the main compartment of my carry-on burst open, and two days of clothes hurtled down the path ahead of us.
“Crap! What’s going on?” I shouted.
“Agnes,” yowled Lumi in fear, “your clothes!”
Outside the Jent Path, my pajamas floated in the cold reaches of space, framed by the dark, twinkling vortex. Then my jeans followed, unfolding and performing their own version of a spacewalk. I stared, not comprehending what happened before my eyes.
Lumi figured it out before me.
“There’s a tear in the Jent Path. We’re in the wormhole. That’s not the Fulcrum out there! We’re going to be sucked into outer space!”
A tear? No way. Like Lumi said, it was impossible. Maybe my pajamas didn’t make a curve and floated out of the Jent Path. Tumbling out of control, I tried to see downstream. 
“I can’t see anything,” I said.
A set of feathered wings sprouted from Lumi’s shoulders, and our wild flipping steadied. My enchanted armor, heavier than my everyday clothes, plastered against the Jent Path barrier curving closest to the dark vortex. It had to be a tear: our trajectory would have thrown my pajamas outside the curve, not inside. Then the fierce wind ceased pulling at me, and I got a good look of the tubular Jent Path.
“There,” I shouted, pointing, “my armor!”
“It’s plugging the tear.” 
Fighting to stay centered and facing downstream, we both watched the red armor. If it stayed put, we were safe. I hooked my knee in the extended handle of the carry-on and shot magic from both hands, trying to reverse our direction. We slowed—it was working. But then, just as we neared the next bend, my armor burst through the tear and floated away. Once again, the air being sucked out of the Jent Path pulled us toward the hole, ten times stronger than my magic propulsion.
“It tore bigger,” Lumi yowled.
Her fear fueled a defiant anger inside me. Protesting the stupidly powerful force of the vortex, I thrust a flood of light ahead and willed it to coat the Jent Path. A fierce stab of nerve pain jerked my legs into the fetal position.
“Harden!” I shrieked. 
The light splashed against the wall of the Jent Path, spread around the entire tunnel, and solidified enough to patch the hole as we flew by. Lumi let out a mewling cry of relief. A few swooping curves later, the path straightened and left the dark vortex behind.
“Agnes, you saved us.” 
She snuggled me into her furry belly and rubbed her head on the back of my neck as the roar of the wormhole faded and First Earth grew before us.
My pulse still throbbed with an insane pace. I did save us. But from what?
 
 


Pile on the Disasters
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What in the name of high holy Hannah just happened? The wormhole shot us within view of First Earth. I hoped Temnon and Claude were still there. I had to tell them about the tear in the Jent Path before someone got sucked into outer space.
We zoomed past thick pine forests and lush mountains to the capital city, Tirinad, and straight to the caramel granite spires of the palace. The Jent Path phased us through the upper floors into King Odric’s throne room, but it was empty. Only two sentries in red tailcoat uniforms stood with weapons at the ready. Security enchantments settled like fairy dust, coating my rumpled shirt and sinking into Lumi’s thick fur. The clever spells judged the intention of visitors, and enemies were instantly sent to a high security prison. We weren’t enemies, so we weren’t atomized, and the sentries dropped the golden barrier.
“Arch Mage Agnes, Pharess Lumi,” one sentry greeted, “welcome.”
“Where’s Arch Mage Claude?” I asked, skipping pleasantries.
“The forward team traveled to Earth 22 this morning,” the sentry said. 
That meant Claude, Temnon, and Grimmal already left to confirm the reports before our dive into Earth 22. 
“Trouble?” the sentry asked.
I nodded. “There’s a hole in the Jent Path.”
“A what?” The sentry instantly tensed, and his pale partner sent a telepathic message about an emergency halt on interplanetary travel. “We’ll alert the maintenance crews. You’d best go straight to the king.” The sentry gestured to the tall golden doors. “He’s taking his midday meal in the family’s private dining room.”
“Got it,” I said. “Thanks.”
As I exited the throne room, another sentry snapped to attention.
“Miss Agnes. Shall I escort you?”
“Private dining room. And hurry, please.”
The sentry set off down the hall. King Odric’s familiar palace, with its gilded arches and intricate paintings, calmed my breathing, but I still felt jumpy after my close encounter with the space vortex.
“Setting off on a new mission?” the sentry asked.
“Yeah.” 
So, what was that thing? I’d never seen Jent Paths affected like that before. That swirling vortex struck me as familiar. . . like a mini black hole.
“Exciting life you lead,” the sentry said, interrupting my thoughts. “Anything new on your schedule?”
Sentries were usually friendly, but I wasn’t in the mood for chit-chat. “Yeah.”
The dark, twinkling magic surrounding the vortex took me back to my battle with Vi Lorina. She used that tainted stuff in her vortex spells, but she was dead, and her vortexes didn’t suck people to it. Maybe it was a mini black hole. An anomaly of physics? Real black holes stayed constant, they didn’t blink out of nowhere, and as far as I knew, they didn’t have tainted magic on them. 
“You seem on edge. How about I take you somewhere to rest?” The sentry lifted a hand to a branching hallway. 
“This is an emergency. I have to see the king.”
“A few minutes to gather yourself won’t hurt, right?” 
He reached for my elbow to change my direction, but I flinched and jerked my arm away. Sentries were trained to be helpful, but this guy went too far. Lumi lunged between us and snarled viciously. The sentry bowed his head and stepped back, so Lumi walked on.
Was he one of the paladins possessed by Vi Lorina’s demons? I was sure we excised them all last summer, but this guy acted weird. I waited to see if he was okay. He wasn’t. A dark shadow clouded his eyes, exuding unreasonable hatred at Lumi. 
Then he smiled brightly at me. “My fault,” he said.
No demons hid under his skin. I accessed my gift of truth and tested for a lie. 
“Everything okay?” 
“Of course, Arch Mage. I’m just a humble sentry trying to uphold my sworn duty. No hard feelings.” 
My lie detector didn’t buzz. He offered his hand in a Second Earth handshake, but I didn’t take it. He had anger issues, and that smile was too little, too late.
“I’ll stay with Lumi,” I said, tilting my empty bag onto its wheels. “She can find her way around.” 
As Lumi waited for me to catch up, her nose twitched, and she blew out in distaste. 
“What?” I asked her.
“Nothing. Just a smell.”
I didn’t know how the sciftans navigated the magically changing hallways of the palace. Even with my gift of truth, I got lost. Lumi turned a corner to a polished wooden door framed by an arch and two potted shrubs with royal blue leaves. The leaves bore the distinct pattern of Maudine’s DNA-altering magic. Pretty. The way to the door might change, but those blue shrubs always marked the Odonata dining room.
Another sentry stood guard, but this man greeted us with genuine pleasure on his striking face.
“Welcome back, you two. It’s been a while.”
“Hi, Jenz.” It seemed like every time I saw him, he put on a few more inches of muscle. “I really need to talk to King Odric. Hey, do you know who’s guarding the throne room doors right now?”
“Syran. Why?”
“He was acting—um—angry.”
“Again?” Jenz exhaled sadly. “He’s on the verge of dismissal from the paladins.”
“Why?”
“His personality changes, he refuses to stand duty inside the throne room, and sometimes he can’t account for hours of time. Did you see anything?”
“No demon. And no obvious lie,” I admitted. “He was just pushy.”
Jenz seemed disappointed, like he hoped for a better answer. “The grand master thinks it’s a delayed response to Vi Lorina’s spell. It’s sad, but we can’t have an unstable man protecting the royal family.”
PTSD explained a lot. He was just an unpossessed sentry with trauma issues—not everyone who acted funny was out to get me.
“Thanks, Jenz.”
“Of course.” He opened the door, and with a military pivot, he stepped inside and announced, “Miss Agnes Cavanaugh, and Pharess Lumi.” 
The Odonatas, minus Claude and Temnon, sat at a thick, round table.
“Aggie.” 
Nemantia glided to me and leaned in with a best-friend hug, probably flirting with Jenz over my shoulder. Drat it all. Why did I have to go find dragon spies, when I wanted to stay here and go shopping with Nemmy? 
I shot a nervous glance at King Odric. “Um, did the sentries in the throne room already contact you about the Jent Path?”
King Odric’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
“There’s a tear. It’s not safe to travel. It nearly sucked Lumi and me into space.”
“Nonsense,” Maudine tittered. “I took the Path moments ago, and it was perfectly sound.”
“Not anymore.” I explained how the ball triggered the vortex and how I patched the hole with my own light. 
“Holy vitas above,” Maudine gasped. “Anyone else will die instantly, including normal illusionists. Even with the presence of mind to think of a patch, there isn’t enough light in space for them to create one.”
Lumi leaned against my leg and wrapped her tail around my ankles. I buried my fingers in her warm ruff.
“Does this happen a lot?” I asked. 
“No.” King Odric swallowed and threw a napkin on his plate. “It doesn’t. Jenz . . .”
“Yes, sir.”
A somewhat sobered Jenz stepped outside the door, and a golden stream of telepathy flew from an insignia on his collar confirming the immediate cessation of all Jent Path travel. I assumed he contacted whoever knew about Jent Paths.
Serene stood. “Odric, we should go assist the maintenance team.”
“Good idea,” Odric agreed. “Claude is better for this, but I know a bit about Interplanetary Relativity Physics.”
“Yes, but . . .” I said, unsure of which recent disaster was most important. “I’m due on Earth 22, and I still have to tell you about Regent Menneth.”
Odric and Serene halted in their tracks. 
“The regent contacted you directly?” Odric’s worried forehead creased. 
“He appeared in a magic window in my Apex,” I explained. “He asked me to expose a ring of spies.”
“Oh, gracious me,” gasped Maudine.
Serene put a worried hand on her chest. “Spies? In the regent’s court?”
“What happened, exactly?” Odric asked.
“Uh,” I stammered under the pressure of their intense gazes. “He spoke to me telepathically but blocked Lumi, which was strange. Oh, and he lied. He must have known I’d recognize a lie right away. I can show you.”
“If you would, please,” agreed Odric.
I gathered the experience to the front of my mind and sent them a telepathic replay of everything the regent said to me. I showed them the first lie, and even shared the unpleasant buzz of my lie detector. Nemantia shuddered in response to the feeling. Then I showed them how the regent spoke to the room of dragons and cut the portal.
“It seems a little odd,” started Serene. “They completed a sun larva application, but they’re fourth in line and . . .”
“The sun larva was just an excuse.” Lumi nudged me. “Show them the rest.”
When I showed the regent secretly opening the portal and begging for my help, unease replaced their doubt.
“I see,” Odric stated simply. He crossed his arms and tapped a finger in deep thought. When scowling, he resembled his twin brother, Claude, more than ever. “There is no way around it,” he decided. “Agnes, you can decide for yourself whether to go, but as we have an official alliance with Third Earth, we will do all in our power to aide him.”
“But she has so little experience with dragons,” Nemantia said, taking my hand in hers. “Third Earth is so dangerous. Why must Agness go? Can’t Grandpa Thayn handle this?”
“Grandpa?” I said.
I’d never heard any of the Odonatas mention another family member. Grand Dame Maudine was the matriarch. Claude and Odric were her grandsons, and Temnon and Nemantia were her great-grandchildren. Oh, yeah. There was an entire generation missing from the middle.
“Great-grammy’s son is the ambassador there,” Nemantia explained to me. “He’s lived on Third Earth for as long as I can remember.”
“I thought Serene was the ambassador.” This was getting complicated.
“She’s the ambassador on First Earth. We also have ambassadors from here that live on allied worlds. Grandpa Thayn studied dragons, so when his wife died, he volunteered.”
“And now he can’t be bothered to come home to visit his poor, aging mother.” Dame Maudine pouted, her face receding into her wrinkles.
“He hasn’t been here in twelve years,” Serene added. “Not even to see Nemantia after the battle with Vi Lorina.”
“We all miss him,” Odric said, “but the issue is, can he help Menneth uncover the ring of spies? What do you think, Grandmother?” 
“Thayn is a capable boy,” Maudine said fondly. “Smart, strong, kind. You’ll not find a person more equipped to deal with dragons. But he can’t tell a lie from a vanishing dewback. As much as I hate to send my sweeting Agnes into the dragon’s maw, she is uniquely qualified to flush out liars.”
“I agree,” Odric said with reluctance. “Menneth is in a tight spot. I’d request Agnes if I were in his position.”
“Well, I disagree.” Serene slammed her hands on her hips. “How can you even think of letting Agnes walk into an obvious trap?”
“We know it’s a trap,” Odric said. “We’ll prepare special armor and send protection.”
“It’s illegal to send people that haven’t been requested,” scolded Serene. “Her usual team won’t be enough. With Thayn already there, even my presence will be illegal. An armed guard will be construed as an act of war, so what kind of protection can we give her? A pistol with a zen-shot? She might as well hit them with a stick.”
“Oh, yeah,” I remembered. “Menneth told me to bring Dominath.”
“Brilliant,” crowed Maudine. 
“Yes.” Odric clearly liked the idea. “Dominath has legitimate reason to accompany Agnes everywhere, even into the core itself. Ultimately, however, the decision is hers.” He gave me a courteous nod. “How would you like to proceed?”
“I’d like to proceed to Tirinad and go shopping,” I said, truthfully, “but the regent supported me when Vi Lorina attacked, and again when I thought the sun larva was an evil megalomag. So, I guess I’ll go, but I’m not happy about it.”
“Marshal Nighting,” Odric shouted at the door.
Jenz opened it immediately. “Yes, sir?”
“Hike to Dominath’s lair and inform him—” 
“I’ll go with him.” Nemantia bounced on her toes, then she contained herself and added calmly, “I can fully inform Dominath of the entire situation.”
“Very well,” Odric said with a sigh. He seemed torn between being a father and a king. “But this is official royal business, not a date.” He knew as well as anyone it was only a matter of time before Jenz participated in the family meals instead of guarding them. “Serene and I will stay here and prepare dragon-ready armor for Agnes and her team. Assuming we can fix the Jent Path, first. How long will your mission to Earth 22 take?”
“I should be done early tomorrow.” 
“We’ll be ready for you. I trust you will tell Claude, Temnon, and Grimmal everything when you arrive?”
“Of course, she will.” Maudine tottered up to me, brushing breadcrumbs from her blue skirts. “She’s no novice at saving worlds, you know.”
“Is there anything about saving the dragon world in the Seer’s prophecy?” I half-joked.
Her head cocked to one side. “Why would you ask that, dear?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I need assurance that I’ll survive this.”
“Agnes,” Odric put a fatherly hand on my head. It felt extra heavy pressing against my stress-tightened neck muscles. “You don’t have to fight any dragons. Simply do what you’ve done all along: search the core for a sun larva. If you hear a lie, make a note, and once you are safely home again, we’ll report it to the regent. He’s been the leader of the dragons for millennia. He knows what he’s doing.”
That made me feel a little bit better, but only a little bit. There were still a million other pressures in my near future. I’d be lucky to reach my next birthday emotionally intact.
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Without anything else to do, I followed Serene and the king to an area of the palace I’d never been to before. A whole group of wizards in short, silver jackets were gathered around a blocky machine full of holes. As I entered, a couple of them hurried over to me, their hands sparkling with enchanter magic.
“Sorry for being so abrupt,” one apologized, “but we need some readings.”
His enchanter magic scanned me, and my muscles twitched as the power passed through me. His terse politeness faded into sheer concern.
“She’s been exposed to raw space,” he shouted to the others. “Evidence of a hole.”
“Launch the badger,” an older guy commanded.
I jumped in surprise as the blocky machine’s holes blasted me with air. The pressure lifted the device from the ground and a golden circle spread under it. The floor disappeared, and the machine zoomed into a Jent Path. The hole in the floor stayed open, connecting the machine with a steady stream of magic. Every few seconds, bits of magic flowed from out of the hole to an orb hovering in the center of the room. The magic converted into visible swirls, waves, and lines that made no sense to me.
“Badger is a nickname,” Serene explained, eyes studying the strange symbols. “It’s officially a Dimensional Diagnostic Probe. It will show any problems with the Jent Path.”
The wizards focused intently on the shifting lights. Every few seconds, someone lifted a hand and magically made an adjustment to the light’s shifting patterns. After a few minutes, the older guy turned to me.
“Where did you experience the hole?”
“Uh . . .” I stammered. The Jent Path didn’t exactly have mile posts on it. “In the wormhole? All I know is I heard roaring the whole time.”
Puzzled, he flitted another spell into the orb. “The badger left the wormhole four minutes ago and sent no warning.” 
He ordered his team to guide the badger back into the wormhole. I guessed that’s what the air holes were for, steering and changing direction within the Jent Path. 
After another few minutes, the older guy said, “I’m not seeing anything out of the ordinary. Tell me exactly what happened to you.”
The rest of the team retrieved the badger while I showed him telepathically. I replayed the dark magic of the swirling vortex and listened to his shocked gasp as he witnessed Lumi and I barely escaping the pull of space.
“Whatever disrupted the Jent Path is no longer there, according to the badger,” he said, “but Captain Malon will perform a human test before we lift the travel ban.”
“I’m on it.” One of the enchanting team saluted as he fearlessly jumped into the hole.
“Will he be okay?” I asked, kind of taken aback by his lack of caution. Maudine said anyone else would die.
“He’s an interplanetary explorer,” King Odric said. “He’s been trained for this type of situation.”
I answered occasional questions and watched the lights for a little over half an hour. Then the captain popped out of the hole, safe and calm.
“Whatever happened is gone now,” he reported. “I traveled all the way to the edge of Second Earth. The path is whole and completely safe.”
Lumi grumbled with a feline yowl mixed in. The head wizard nodded at her, as if he understood her complaint.
“We’ll place monitors,” the head wizard said, flinging spells into the orb. “But I deem the paths safe for travel. Arch Mage,” he said to me, “Captain Malon had better escort you on your next trip, just to be safe.”
“Fine with me.” I turned to the grinning captain. “I’ll go as soon as you are ready.”
“Then let’s go,” he said as if we were headed for a pleasant stroll.
King Odric patted my shoulder. “Go ahead, Agnes,” he said. “The captain will keep you safe. And the rest of us will prepare for your next mission.”
Right. The next mission. To Third Earth. How many different things were going to try to kill me this week? 
The trip to Earth 22 took over three hours. Captain Malon proudly boasted about his profession the whole time, but not in a better-than-you way, more of an earned confidence way. He told me Earths were designated according to the order they were discovered, so planets with higher numbers were further away from First Earth. 
My planet, Second Earth, was the first to be discovered by King Umnon, the creator of the Jent Paths. His interplanetary spell was drawn to other planets of magic. At the time of his discovery, Second Earth’s wizards were strong, and dragons had been living among them for centuries. 
Apparently, dragons didn’t need a Jent Path to travel between worlds—at least, not a certain type. As magical carnivores on human-populated planets, of course, there were some initial conflicts when dragons first arrived. But over time and as they interacted with humans, the dragons adopted the concept of government and allied with creatures on various planets.
As Umnon’s explorers discovered more planets, they also formed alliances. That’s how sciftans came to my planet. Fifth Earth, Lumi’s home world, was quite close to First Earth, but because of its lengthy orbit, others were discovered first. Captain Malon laughed about the poor explorer who accidently ran into the sciftan world and sat in a cat-sized jail cell for several months before the phar got around to acknowledging him.
Who knew my planet had cities, magic, and interplanetary trade during the dinosaur eras? I mean, sure, it wasn’t modern by any stretch, but it was a decent existence. When the Great Council banned magic, the alliances dissolved, magic went dormant, and society digressed into scavenging tribes. Sad.
The three hours sped by with all the fun stories, and before I was ready, the roar of the wormhole rushed in my ears. Lumi tensed, and I gripped my carry-on. Still grinning with fearless confidence, Malon scanned space for any hints of danger. 
“Do what you were doing when the disruption happened,” he said.
With freshly renewed fear, I sent a few light balls flying into space. I did think maybe one of them changed direction slightly, but no vortexes appeared. The rushing noise died down, and a big planet with a single ring of magic approached. Blue spots surrounded by green dotted the brown surface. 
“No signs of trouble,” Malon confirmed. “There’s Earth 22 just as it should be.”
“Looks dry,” commented Lumi.
I didn’t care what it looked like. I just wanted to see Temnon. 
Enchantments glowed about Captain Malon’s hands and feet. “You’re safe from here,” he said, turning in the Path. “I’ll return to First Earth and give my report. Keep a close watch on future trips, and good luck with your mission. Until next time.”
Enchanter magic glowed and propelled him back up the Path. As the distance between us increased, the Jent Path’s flow reversed and carried the captain to his home planet.
I sighed sadly. I enjoyed the stories. Now it was back to business.
We entered the atmosphere and curved southward to a larger body of water. In the middle, set firmly on a manmade island, a giant city of metal stretched to the sky. Its buildings were the closest I’d seen to the skyscrapers of New York. They were elongated pyramids, wide at the base and narrow at the top. The topmost tips were sheared off and hundreds of people stood on the flat rooftops, cheering and shooting bursts of colored lights.
“The lights look like flowers. Is it magic?” asked Lumi. 
“Not if you can see them. Fireworks?” 
Magic or not, they were pretty, shining brightly even in the daylight. Ahead, the tallest of the buildings soared in the center of the city, and a wide swath of green gardens separated it from the others. We sailed straight into the side of the building, hundreds of faces watching us from expansive windows as we arrived. 
The Jent Path delivered us to a private, elaborate room. It had an air of royalty, for sure, but where King Odric’s palace had carved wooden panels with painted murals, this room’s walls were shiny, gray metal. Adorning a long, smooth wall, meticulous inlays of gold, silver, and colorful stone depicted a man grappling a lion. The man wore a toga and held the lion’s mouth open while the lion tried to chomp on his face. Not exactly the sort of scene I’d want to stare at all day, but I’m sure it had significance to Earth 22.
“Welcome, cousin!” 
A man sprang up and pounced on me like the lion pounced on the man on the wall. My hands, cramping and white-knuckled from clinging to my bag, peeled off too late to block him. He pulled me into his purple toga and kissed my white hair. 
I stiffened, and my anxiety flared at the unwanted embrace. Excuse me? Holy lack of personal boundaries.
A threatening series of hisses and snarls from Lumi startled the man, and he tightened his arms.
“Great heavens,” he said in surprise. “What is this?”
“High King Po Lan.” I heard a woman’s chastising voice, somewhat muffled by the purple folds of fabric surrounding my face.
A deep chuckle followed. “Arch Mage Agnes is not accustomed to such a physical greeting.”
“What? Oh, indeed. My mistake.” The man backed away, ashamed and apologetic. 
The deep chuckle came from Claude. Next to him, wearing a blue tailored coat, in First Earth’s customary long style, grinned my favorite person in the world. I almost ran into his arms but refrained with the strangers watching me. Instead, I squeezed myself between him and his dad, and Temnon slipped my hand in his elbow.
“What took you so long?” he whispered.
Under my breath, I said, “A lot. Later.”
“Forgive me, I beg, dear cousin,” the little king said, noticing my swift retreat. “It seems I’ve anticipated our meeting far more than you.” His round, dark eyes, outlined by happy smile crinkles, met mine with zeal. “Allow me to properly introduce myself. I am High King of Earth 22, Po Lan.”
He wore long pants and a silky shirt, common attire on civilized worlds, but a unique, rich, purple toga draped over his left shoulder. A huge, emerald brooch pinned at his right hip held the purple folds in place. Precious gems of all colors and sizes adorned his fingers and rattled against each other as he clasped his hands.
“Forgive my lack of composure, but I feel as though my long-lost daughter stands before me.”
He had a very loose definition of family relations, it seemed. His black hair, brown skin, and small nose didn’t bear any resemblance to me.
“Your—what?” I stammered.
“Allow her a moment to process, Po Lan,” said the woman next to him.
She was tall with skin like polished walnut and a flowing toga the color of clouds at sunset. Her long, auburn hair rippled in a waterscape with lilies formed from actual hair. I gawked in awe. How did she get it to stay like that?
“I’m Adrina Cispius,” she said to me. “The Arch Mage here on Earth 22. It’s a great pleasure for us to meet you. We’ve waited thousands of years for a wizard to be born on Second Earth.”
“Why?”
“Because High King Po Lan is correct. Genetically, you are related, albeit very distantly. His ancestors and yours both served on the Great Council that banned magic on Second Earth.”
“Dear Agnes,” Po Lan added, “we have long dreamed of contacting our planet of origin.”
“Planet of . . .?” I gaped at the king. “You mean, your ancestors lived on my planet? What happened?”
His face fell. “You don’t know our story? How we left?” Deep sorrow, the polar opposite of his joy, dampened his face. “No wonder my enthusiastic greeting did not meet with the approval of your sciftan protector.”
I felt bad for the guy even though it wasn’t my fault. “I’m sorry. There are no histories of the Great Council. We’ve only just gotten much better at keeping records the last few hundred years.”
“It’s hard to believe,” admitted Po Lan, “when our history is so significant to us.” He shook off his sorrow and smiled again. “Come, sit and rest, and I’ll tell you of our shared past.”
He offered me a backless bench next to a big, flat cushion. I dragged Temnon over to the bench with me, and Lumi laid down on the cushion, her head on her paws, her suspicious silver eyes never leaving the king. 
“The Odonatas are a remarkable family,” Po Lan said. “I’m honored to call them allies. King Umnon accepted us as immigrants to First Earth at the beginning of our exodus, many thousands of years ago.”
“That’s who I was named for,” Temnon chimed in. 
I held Temnon’s arm with one hand and buried the other in Lumi’s fur. Her purr helped me relax, as did Po Lan’s smooth narration of his people’s story.
“On Second Earth, we were a nation of strong wizards. We respected the decision of the Great Council, for we too wished to see how far science might progress. However, our passion was magic, and we appealed for the right to leave Second Earth with the dragons and other magical creatures. With our appeal granted, we traveled to one of the few discovered planets peopled by humans, First Earth.”
It never occurred to me that human wizards also left. Now it made perfect sense. I’d want to leave too.
“We always felt as outsiders, criticized for our support of the Great Council’s decision. Then, near the end of King Umnon’s reign, explorers discovered an uninhabited planet capable of supporting life. He suggested we travel as a nation to settle this delightful world. With the support of First Earth, we soon became an established, productive planet. My ancestors thrived here, and even our non-wizards live long, healthy lives. Yet, after all these thousands of years, we still wonder what became of Second Earth and its people of science.”
“Give him your gift,” Lumi prompted by flicking me with her tail.
Right. I forgot the gift Dominath, the Dragon of Knowledge, prepared for me. I dug into my Aether pouch, opened a small compartment, and pulled out a small paper rectangle, glittering with an enchantment.
“For you,” I said.
He held out his hand, and I set the paper on his palm. His DNA triggered the enchantment which expanded the paper into a book. Awe and gratitude wet his eyes. 
“Your history?” he asked.
“More than mine,” I said. “Dominath pieced all of Second Earth’s histories together and condensed the information into a single book. It also has a few of our scientific inventions. You’ll be reading for the rest of your life.”
A tear of joy ran down his cheek. “How delightful.” 
“You’d better get him to approve your contract before he opens that book,” Claude hinted. He had been standing nearby and walked over to join us. Luckily so, because I had forgotten all about the contract when Po Lan had started talking about his—and my—history.
I knelt by my carry-on. The zipper around the clothes compartment was shredded from the vortex, but the smaller pocket in the front remained intact. Po Lan watched with interest as I opened the zipper to find Dr. Buchanan’s contract. 
“May I try?” He knelt and carefully pulled the zipper open and closed. “Ah. The tiny projections intertwine mechanically. How ingenious.”
If he thought zippers were ingenious, he was going to love our more modern technology.
I softly rattled the papers to get his attention.
“Oh, yes. Forgive me. I’m rather like an excited child today.” He scanned the contract with a deep scowl on his face. “This does not begin to cover the value of your services. We are a proud nation and refuse to be in your debt. Earth 22 is supremely rich in ores. We export precious metals all over the universe. Even the dragons of Third Earth buy from us. I will give you piles of jewels, or gold, not this load of dust.”
“Please honor my contract,” I said, refusing to take back the papers. “It may be common to you, but it’s valuable to me.”
He flicked his hand. “As you wish.”
A tingling bell at the sliding door preceded a cringing little man in a bulky white toga. Several people donned in their best togas pushed in behind him with an air of anticipation. I’d seen this before. Clients were frequently eager to show off their planet. Meeting the king and finalizing the contract was necessary, but I didn’t want to get dragged into days of ceremonial pomp with Regent Menneth waiting. I hadn’t even told Claude and Temnon about his request. 
As I suspected, the cringing man wheezed, “High King, is our guest ready for her tour?” 
“Oh, no tour, please,” I said. Po Lan’s face fell, and I quickly added, “Since we’re related, I’d rather return as a guest and not an arch mage. Then I can enjoy your planet without the rush.”
“Delightful.” The king’s mood recovered to a whole new level of excitement and he clapped his rattling hand at the group. “Did you hear? Now we need not compete for the Arch Mage’s time.” 
“Good choice, miss,” a stout man said. His brown eyes gleamed with approval and a ginger mustache spread as he smiled. “One can’t fully enjoy our mining operations in only twenty minutes.”
“Of all certainties, Sal,” agreed the king. “We will all count the days.” He held out the magical book. “Ranah, see to our guests and deliver our cousin’s gift to the sacred archives.”
The cringing man bowed, a shaky, pathetic movement with no strength or confidence. “Your wish is mine to fulfill.”
“Ranah,” the king said with firm kindness, “we have talked about this.”
The servant guy, with much embarrassment, pulled himself up into an almost upright posture, head still dipped in humiliation. 
The king sighed, but he accepted Ranah’s attempt at confidence and handed him the book. 
“Thank you for the visit, cousin. You as well, mighty sciftan.” King Po Lan nodded to each of us and held his right hand out to me, palm down. 
I hesitated, but Temnon showed me what to do and covered Po Lan’s hand with his own. “Our pleasure.”
When the king offered me his hand, I gave him a firm handshake. He beamed.
“A Second Earth greeting?” he asked me.
“In many countries. Not all of them.”
“Enjoy our hospitality. I’ll look forward to your report on our sun larva. If there is one, of course.”
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Stepping aside, the little servant guy bowed as Temnon exited. Then he lifted a hand over my head and patted me through the door like I needed help finding the way out. I almost slapped his hand away. Seriously. What a twit.
“If the tour is canceled,” Adrina said, “that leaves time for my surprise, but I must transport to my quarters and prepare it. Pharess Lumi, your father is waiting there. Would you prefer to transport with me?”
“I’ll stay with Agnes,” she said.
“Very good. I’ll meet you in a few minutes then.” She vanished, leaving blue light pooled on the metal flooring. 
Fiddling with the rings on his forefingers, the servant led us down a hall with a quick, trotting sort of walk, his hands clasped under his chin.
“What an honor for you to speak to our great high king,” he gushed in practiced servitude. 
“Okay.” 
“I’m Ranah.” He bowed again. “Any request is mine to fill. This way.” 
He led us to a wide staircase. Lumi fell behind, sniffing the stairs as she descended, her nose wrinkled in distaste.
“Come on, Lumi,” I called at the bottom. 
With one leap, she landed right behind me and nudged me onward with her furry head. 
“How is the core?” I asked Claude and Temnon. “Is the mission on schedule?”
“The report is accurate,” Claude said. “That Sal knows his minerals. You saw him, Agnes. The man with the orange mustache.”
“The core is molybdenum, not iron.” Temnon’s excitement made him talk so fast I barely understood him. “Molten molybdenum burns with photochemical reactions that will scorch your retinas. Far worse than staring at the sun. I’ll have to darken the masks, but the pressure enchantments Rein helped with are working great.” 
That made sense. The siren prince thrived deep in the ocean and understood how to counter pressure.
“Ouch.”
Sharp prickles penetrated my calf, but for once, the prickles weren’t from my damaged nerves. Lumi shifted into a kitten and climbed up my leggings with baby claws. 
“What are you doing?” I asked, flinching as she crawled to my shoulder and sniffed my hair. 
“Not you,” she said, sticking her cold nose in my ear.
“Lumi!” I blurted in surprise.
She leapt down, shifting back into a snow leopard before she hit the ground. Her contrite head hung low, but I saw her nose twitch away. I sniffed but didn’t smell anything other than the intoxicating scent of my boyfriend. I walked a little closer to him. 
Ranah turned a corner and led us into a common area. “One of our many commerce centers,” he said.
Late afternoon sunlight flooded down mirrored tunnels, so even the deepest rooms in the pyramid skyscrapers had natural light. Trees and flowers grew in planters embedded in the metal tile floor. Shops and eateries reminded me of the public squares in Tirinad, but these were made of sculpted metal. As Lumi stalked by my side, she drew the attention of several toga-clad people, but they seemed accustomed to odd visitors.
“When we get to our quarters,” Claude said to me, “I’ll cast the modified pressure spells on your armor.”
“Oh, you can’t. My armor got sucked into space on the way to First Earth.”
“It what?” He paused. “How?”
Ranah exploded in a flurry of coughs.  
“Forgive me,” he wheezed between coughs. He pumped a fist into his chest and inhaled a deep breath. One final cough, and he resumed his dutiful servant air, hands together, and nervously twitching his fingers. The light from the tunnels caused his hands to cast an odd shadow on his toga. His knuckles formed ridges, and his two rings on each forefinger bulged like eyes. His extended thumbs formed a muzzle. For a fleeting second, the shadow resembled a dragon. Crap, my brain was so stressed even shadows reminded me about Regent Menneth’s spies. I swallowed and tried to focus on today’s life-threatening problems.
“Can you make more armor before the mission?” I asked.
“It’s fine, we don’t have to start from scratch,” Claude said. “I’ve been practicing enchantments on a spare set.” 
“Adjusting it to fit you won’t take long.” Temnon grinned. 
Claude stared at Ranah, who bobbed several times and led on, fingers still twitching. On the other side of the common area, Adrina waited by a wide, sliding door. 
“Welcome to my Apex,” she said warmly.
We entered while Ranah lurked by the open door. Lumi stalked to the corner where her father, Grimmal, sat in his saber-toothed tiger form. She pushed her furry head into his neck, and he playfully pinned her to the floor with one massive paw. A table heaped with food and drinks made my stomach grumble. With all that happened in my Apex, I left Ms. Chippy’s donuts in my coat pocket and hadn’t eaten in forever. White pillars and statues lined the walls, and a billion bits of porcelain tile formed elaborate scenes from history on the floor, including a group of men with beards and robes falling into a Jent Path. The statues and mosaics fit with the togas, and I wondered if Adrina’s ancestors—at least the ones who stayed on Second Earth—founded ancient Greece.
“For your legs, Miss Agnes.” 
Magic, as colorful as glitter at a preschool girl’s unicorn birthday party, rushed to the brotherhood scene. The bits of tile lifted from the floor and shuffled into a low wall, exposing a pool full of steaming water tinted with green life magic. 
“Are you a matter shaper?” I blurted like a nerd. “Is that how you make your hair so pretty?”  
She laughed out loud. “You are quite candid, aren’t you? I’ll show you.”
Strand by strand, her hair unraveled from the elaborate lily-scape and wound into a mass of tiny ringlets.
I gasped. “That’s amazing!” I’d never been so jealous of magic or hair. 
“Matter shaper, indeed. I’m just a humble telekins. I can move matter, of any size, but I cannot change its nature like the prince.”
“Humble telekins, my foot,” scoffed Claude. “You are an exceptional telekins, a magical scholar of the highest degree, and a competent arch mage.” He leaned over the bath and inhaled the steam. “Mineral water from the Taun Ocean?” he guessed.
“Of course,” Adrina said. “Guaranteed to soothe muscles, smooth skin, and cure fatigue.”
“Better than the Fulcrum,” Claude agreed.
After the stress of nearly dying and finding out about Menneth’s radical spies, a hot soak sounded great to me but so did eating. 
“Can I eat in the tub?” I asked, eyeing the food.
“If you wish.” Adrina laughed and handed me a bathing robe.
Grimmal arched his back and stalked away to a window. “Not me,” he growled. He shifted into his housecat form and leapt up on the windowsill to soak in the last rays of sunlight.
“Sciftans do not love water,” Lumi elaborated, stretching out on a fluffy carpet at the foot of a leather bench with no back. 
“Humans only, then.” Adrina clapped in happiness and leaned out the door. “We won’t be needing you anymore, Ranah.”
Ranah’s eyes widened in distress as she closed the door in his face. That alone made me happier. He’d have to find someone else to hover over. Creepy little guy.
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Stomach satisfied and nerves relaxed, I laughed as Adrina and Claude reminisced about Temnon’s childhood. Adrina ruffled Temnon’s damp hair. 
“Cheeky scamps,” she teased. “You keep showing up the adults, and we’ll be forced to retire.” 
“You’re a long way from that, magehead,” Temnon said, his hair sticking up in angles.
“Surely, only yesterday the Arcane Guild of Bronia raced down the halls of the palace.”
Temnon squirmed. “Adrina,” he muttered under his breath, “not in front of Agnes.”
Claude guffawed so hard he nearly choked. “Arcane guild of destruction, rather.”
Arcane Guild of Bronia? Why did that sound familiar? An ancient wizard with a long beard in front of a raging fire flashed in my memory. 
“Temnon Mon Tane,” I said, half to myself, half to the others, “high something potentate, or whatever, of the Arcane Guild of Bronia.” I lightly elbowed Temnon. “That’s what you said to me the first time we met. What is the Arcane Guild of Bronia?”
Adrina’s hazel eyes glowed with humor. “The highest, and most noble, secret society ever conceived by five-year-old boys.”
“A little kids’ club?” Incredulous, I turned to Temnon. “You were a prince and an arch mage when I met you. Why didn’t you introduce your real self?”
“Blame Adrina,” he said. “The only things I knew about Second Earth were from her stories. They had brotherhoods and guilds before the Great Council. How was I to know how much your cultures changed?”
“It’s not uncommon for arch mages to take a leave of absence and teach on other planets. I was Temnon’s first teacher,” Adrina explained to me. “He and his classmates begged for those old stories. Here now, who can I remember?” Her gaze angled up, trying to recall Temnon’s kindergarten class. “Lord Chevlin’s grandson, the earth elemental, trained with us for a while . . . I’ve forgotten his name.”
“Bennar.” Embarrassment reddened his skin even more than the warm water.
“Yes, that’s right. And, the brothers,” continued Adrina, “Metlan and Rond. They went into construction, I heard. Excellent work for fabricators. Naturally, the siren boy and Tem were the most effective troublemakers.” She hunched in mocking contrition. “Forgive me. I mean, noble heroes.”
“Siren boy?” I said. “Rein?”
“His father’s old captain knew Chevlin’s family. The request to educate Rein surprised all of us.”
“Why?”
“Suelta, of course. She was reluctant to let her precious son out of her sight. In the end, Rein’s father convinced her.”
“We haven’t the slightest idea how he managed it,” Claude sunk further into the water.
Hawkins. He probably used patience and love. Suelta was nuts to kill him. Completely bonkers.
“That’s how you became friends,” I said to Temnon, “and why he came back to you after kidnapping me. He really didn’t have anywhere else to go.” 
I meant it as a clarifying statement, but my sadness about Rein and his family leaked out in my voice and most likely my face too. I wondered how he was doing. I constantly missed my dad, and I didn’t even know him. Poor Rein lost his father because of his murderous mother. Thank goodness he was unconscious for that part. I wished I hadn’t seen it.
Not wanting to wallow in grief, I changed the subject. I asked Adrina, “When did Dominath take over?”
She kindly followed my lead and warmed the mood with her brilliant smile. “I trained Temnon for only a year. One night, he and Rein were being suspiciously quiet. I found them in the gardens, hunched over a rock. Temnon was manipulating the atoms of sandstone into a crude metal. I knew in that moment I was out of my depth. It was stunning to watch. Arch Mage Dominath requested the honor of continuing his education once his true talent was known.”
“Wait,” I said, my mind a tiny bit blown. I turned to Temnon, astounded that he’d never mentioned Dominath’s title. “Arch Mage Dominath?”
“His official title is Magnus Dux,” Temnon said. “I don’t think of him as an arch mage, but I guess he is.”
My leg jumped. I still hadn’t told Claude and Temnon about Menneth or the vortex. I didn’t want to face it.
“Legs feeling better, Agnes?” Adrina asked.
“Yes. The life magic in this water is really potent.”
Adrina stared at me. “The what?”
“Life magic. It’s just like Dame Maudine’s gift. I’ll show you telepathically if you want to see.” 
She sat up so fast the water splashed. “See magic? Of course, I do.”
I sent them all mental images of the green magic rippling in the water and Temnon’s great-grandmother’s greenish magic weaving between the folds of her wrinkles. 
Adrina’s hazel eyes shone with amazement against the luster of her brown skin. “Are you telling me magic exists in nature? Separate from wizard talents?”
“Well, yeah. I activated Second Earth’s nature magic for my sun larva. I’ll show you.” I mentally shared how I sent the magic flowing in great magnetic circles to nourish the hungry baby sun while explaining. “A planet’s nature magic flows in rings around it. First Earth has two rings and their magic mixes with the space dust. Earth 22 has one green ring with no matter mixed in, so I doubt anyone else can see it.”
“Then nature magic is your name for unclaimed wizard magic,” Adrina said. “Interesting that unclaimed magic has defined properties.”
My lie detector buzzed with the accidental lie. I guess Adrina had no idea magic had different structures. How to explain it? I cupped my hands and scooped up the mineral water.
“Wizard magic is like different flavored liquids,” I said. “Milk and apple juice don’t taste anything alike, but they’re both liquids. Truth wielding and matter shaping don’t have anything in common, but they’re both wizard talents. Apple juice tastes the same as an apple, even though one is a liquid and one is a solid. Dame Maudine’s magic is like the juice, and the magic in this water is like the fruit. Both life magic, but different forms.”
“Incredible,” Adrina breathed. “I had no idea.” She held a hand over the water, as if trying to feel its power. “Can a wizard manipulate nature magic? We can borrow energy from nature, can we borrow magic?”
“I only activated the nature magic on Second Earth,” I replied, letting the water spill from my fingers. “I don’t know if wizards can borrow it or not.”
Adrina leaned eagerly. “Do all arch mages have jurisdiction over the nature magic on their planet?”
Claude, who followed the conversation with a glower of deep thought, held up a hand. 
“Adrina, take care,” he cautioned. “This might be a subject best left unresearched.”
“But, why?” she said, her protest evident in her raised tone.
“Consider the ramifications of meddling with the flow of nature magic.” Claude’s seriousness deepened the lines around his eyes. “What if we unintentionally alter the weather, harm plant or animal life, or change the magnetic pull of the poles? Just look to Second Earth for an example. The Great Council banned magic, it went dormant from disuse, and the sun larva’s hunger caused centuries of earthquakes nearly resulting in the demise of billions.”
“Ah. I see your point.” Adrina slumped back in resigned disappointment. “My curiosity is itching, and if mine is, others will be just as curious.”
“And they, perhaps, will not care about the possible disasters.”
Speaking of disasters, I had a few to share. Not sure if I should blurt out Menneth’s request in front of Adrina, I stood up and water dripped down my legs.
“Adrina, this was the best bath ever, but I need to mentally prepare for the mission. Do you have a towel?”
Claude and Temnon eyed me in curiosity, while Adrina’s rainbow magic wicked every drop of water from me, clothes and hair included.
“Wow. That was easy. Thanks.”
“Will you at least watch our flame art before you sleep?” Adrina asked. “They’ve been training for weeks.” 
I looked at my watch out of habit. Mom and Dr. B were probably having burgers at a little Illinois diner right now, but it was past Cinderella’s curfew here. 
“The telekins here are among the best in the universe,” Temnon hinted. 
“Sounds fun,” I said.
Adrina let us change and escorted us through a mage door to a balcony where the fireworks were still blasting. The High King was there, and the creepy little Ranah, but Temnon took my hand and subtly ducked between the shifting crowd until he left the adults behind. In the far corner, he found a vacant bench half hidden behind a large potted plant. He straddled it and sat with his back against the railing. Blue eyes smoldering with unspoken invitation, he patted the bench in front of him.
I sat with my back snuggled into his chest and my feet up on the bench, then I stretched out a toe and pushed the plant a few inches for a bit more privacy.
Mostly hidden from the crowd, we leaned back, my forehead brushing his sculpted jawline. He traced little circles in the small of my back, sending delightful chills waltzing up my spine. I breathed in his scent of sandalwood and vanilla. The wool coat I stole from him had run out of his smell months ago. Time to return it and steal another. The heat from his chest warmed my back, and I let my hand rest near his knee, where I felt his leg muscles contract every time he moved. Above us, lumps of minerals burning different colors exploded across the sky in artful patterns, scarcely competing with the somersaults reeling just under my skin.
Temnon stroked my arm with his other hand and breathed out a sigh that sounded a little like, “Finally.”
I silently agreed. Nothing cured my stress more than being in Temnon’s arms. He recharged me more completely than the Fulcrum.
Late into the night, he said, “The show is ending. We’ll sleep for a few hours and be fresh for our mission to the core. We should be all done by morning. You give a report in Po Lan’s throne room, collect your fee, and then we can deliver it to Dr. Buchanan.”
A shower of blood-red flames trailed across the sky, and I added to myself, Then we turn right around and pick up our new armor from Odric and go to the dragon world to search for spies. Just thinking it made me stressed. 
“You said Rein helped with pressure enchantments. How’s he doing as king?”
Temnon paused. I had the feeling he was deciding whether to tell me something or not.
“Tem? What is it?”
“A regiment of water sprites spotted Suelta out in the deep ocean.”
“Alone and humbled, I hope.”
“I doubt she was on vacation. Rein sent out marine life to watch her.”
“Whale spies?”
“No, too conspicuous. He went smaller, shrimp and the like. Fish that Suelta won’t notice.”
“Smart.”
A wave of tiredness hung heavy on my eyelids. Suelta. That twisted witch hated Rein for dethroning her and helping me. Crap. I didn’t have the mental energy to worry about Suelta. Not with everything else.
“How’s Chiri?” I asked. “I didn’t get to see her before I came.”
“She’s progressing fast. I’ve never seen a kid work so hard. Personally, I don’t know how she does it. Magically holding light is like physically holding a chunk of air.”
Wrong. Light was easy. I struggled holding on to sanity.
“At least she doesn’t have to memorize the atomic structures of, you know, everything that exists, like you do.”
“Not everything that exists. Basic elements and how molecules are formed,” he said. “Not that hard.” 
“It sounds exhausting.” Which reminded me that I had one more thing to do before delving into the hot, molten core of a planet.
“Tem,” I said, watching a giant bird fly across the sky from the performance. I turned to look up at him. He met my eyes with love, but then worry creased his brow.
“What is it?”
“We need to go in. I have to talk to you and your dad.”
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Several hours later, white light glowed with ultra-hot intensity all around me. Against the relentless white of the molten molybdenum core of Earth 22, my own light shield took on a comforting pearly hue.  Even with the heat and light pressing on me, last night’s dreams tugged at my attention. Futilely running from a dark, swirling prison inside a dragon’s mouth woke me in a cold sweat at least a dozen times. The fear was so intense I forgot the difference between dream and reality. I understood the dragon and the dark swirling. I stayed up late listening to Claude and Temnon speculate the causes and effects of both dilemmas. But why dream about a prison?
“It’s hard to swim in this stuff,” Lumi complained into the telepathy spell on my helmet.
Dang dreams. It was dangerous to be distracted in the core. I had to concentrate, for Lumi’s sake and to ensure a successful, non-fatal mission.
“Any signs of life yet?” Temnon asked. 
“No. Still early,” I replied.
Through the darkened face mask of my new armor, Temnon appeared as a moving shadow against the core’s glare and the burning splendor of the sciftans’ upgraded helcat forms dimmed to a smoky blur. Golden sparkles floated in a continuous cloud from Temnon’s shadowy outline, thinning the liquid molybdenum enough for Grimmal and Lumi to swim in the white ooze. Grimmal gave Lumi instructions in a bored tone, but my gift revealed the truth to me—he hardly contained his pride.
“Don’t get cocky, Lumi,” he growled. “You may have achieved this form, but the moment you stop to congratulate yourself, the core will attack and melt you into sludge. You can’t protect Agnes as sludge.”
Lumi lifted a paw to scratch at her protective eyewear. “These goggles pinch.” 
“Sorry, Lumi,” Temnon said. “It’s better than going blind.”
“Father said trips to the core were less than pleasant. I assumed he exaggerated, as usual.”
“Be patient, Lumi,” I scratched around her goggles for her. “We should run into an artery soon.”
“What’s that?” Temnon yelled out loud, pointing at my face. 
I covered my head, expecting an attack from the white ooze, but none came. I glared at Temnon, not that he could see it, or I him.
“You scared me,” I accused.
“Sorry,” he leaned in to focus on my face shield. “You have something in your helmet.”
I brushed my gauntlets against the hard shield. “What is it?”
“Oh,” he realized. “It must be your scars. Are you casting a spell?”
“Light shield. It helps with the heat.”
“It’s so cool. I can’t see your face except your glowing scars. They look like lightning bolts against a dark sky.”
I blushed. Not a good idea since it was already a zillion degrees in here, but my girly side appreciated the spontaneous poetic image from a boyfriend more into action than romance.
At last the swirling ooze changed. Instead of a consistent mush, we were swept into a swift and purposed flow.
“An artery,” Temnon confirmed. “A good sign that this is a sun larva.”
“Good if it’s sleeping,” Grimmal said, his words revealing past resentment. Second Earth’s baby sun nearly killed him a few months ago. 
“No earthquakes here, Grimmal. It must be asleep and healthy,” Temnon guessed.
“So, this flow will carry us to the heart?” Lumi pushed her wings against the molten metal to face downstream.
“Yes,” I said. 
A row of ribs arched over me, and we soon passed through a thin, flexible membrane and into an area filled with rubbery orbs. 
“We think these spheres are cells,” Temnon said to Lumi since she was a novice. 
“They are nearly as big as we are!” Being young, Lumi sometimes let her surprise override her sciftan culture of unimpressed detachment.
“Keep your ears and senses focused,” reminded Grimmal.
Lumi gawked like a tourist as we floated inside the sun larva’s circulatory system. Earth 22 exceeded the size of Second Earth by thirty percent. We had a time limit the first time we ventured into a planet’s core, but Arch Mage Claude improved his enchantments. A gravity spell kept us oriented, illusion magic transparentized the molten metal, and dozens of spells prevented us from melting, imploding, or any other equally violent death. 
Temnon’s armor improved as well—light, comfortable, and guaranteed impenetrable. I was surprised Mom didn’t make me wear it all the time. 
After forty minutes of floating, a beating flap of solidified liquid caught my attention.
“There’s the heart valve.” I gripped Lumi’s fur. “Fold in your wings.”
With a strong whoosh, the sun larva’s heart sucked us into the first chamber. I flooded my light shield with magic, to hold us in place.
“Now what?” Lumi asked. 
“Let Agnes do her thing,” Temnon said. “She has to concentrate, so it’s up to us to keep her safe while she confirms the status of this baby.”
This was the dangerous part for me. Combining minds with a creature more powerful than myself meant I might get lost in its consciousness. I’d managed to find my way out of the minds of a dragon and four other sleeping sun larvae, but I still knew the risk.
Temnon slowed the molybdenum molecules to form an ultra-dense metal sphere to protect us. The darkness within the hardened sphere helped me shut out the harsh light and concentrate. I closed my eyes.
Deep inside my own head, I found my ocean of truth magic. I dove into the liquid light, splashing the magic. The splash spread above me and hovered midair like shining stars. 
Hello again, I thought to my magic. 
I knew my magic was as much a part of me as my body and soul, but I still liked talking to it. In the past, my magic had been notoriously uncooperative, and being polite and clear helped me get in right frame of mind to control it.
Hello, my magic answered, twinkling with happiness. Are we going to search another mind? 
Yes. Another sun larva. We must confirm its existence.
Done.
Oops. I had to rephrase my intentions. Technically, the formations we’d already witnessed were confirmation enough. My magic couldn’t lie any more than my mouth could. 
Excellent point, I told myself, but searching its mind will show us if it’s developing properly.
My magic hummed. That is truth. Proceed. 
Just what I wanted to hear. I reached out telepathically with my consciousness until I found a vast and content being. I searched the mind for any trauma or restlessness. I found only peace. I sailed quite a distance into the boundless cosmos of self-awareness, immersing myself in its state of being. The cognition part of the brain focused on a slight difference within itself.
It noticed my team floating through its innards, but we were still safe. It’s perception of time differed from ours. Several thousands of our years equated to a week or so in a sun larva’s life. I’d complete my examination and be long gone before this planet-sized baby got curious enough to wake. 
Look there, my magic alerted me. 
Off to the right I found the flow of Earth 22’s planetary magic. I drifted over to check it out. I was no expert . . . or actually . . . sixteen-year-old me probably knew more about this process than anybody living. Yikes. What a terrifying realization.
Earth 22’s green-tinted planetary magic flowed, unhindered and plentiful, right through the heart of the baby sun. That was great. My own planet taught me the surest way to wake a sun larva was to cut off the flow of magic and starve it. But in defense of my ancient ancestors, they didn’t know a creature lived inside the planet when they banned magic. No one knew.  
This baby slept in comfort and health. 
Another successful mission, I told my magic.
Wait.
Wait? Why? Suddenly, the sun larva’s whole brain activated, surrounding me with colorful splashes. This was new. Did I wake it?
Breathless, I waited for something to happen. If the sun larva consciously shifted from asleep to awake, I had to get my friends out of the core immediately. Claude’s warning about messing with nature blared like an alarm in my head. Awake sun larvae caused earthquakes on the planet’s crust, and I doubted Po Lan’s skyscraper pyramids had any seismic dampening technology. 
The splashes coagulated into blocks of color. They rotated and flipped, connecting Tetris-style into a full-immersion movie. A female solar phoenix, the adult form of a sun larva, sped on rounded butterfly wings across the universe like a shooting star. She happened upon another of her kind nestled over a cloud of raw matter and magic. The round curves of her wings were warped and torn, and her dim light pulsed only sporadically. Painfully, her twisted wings set the cloud of matter and magic on a spin, the first step in developing a new planet.
Impressions, rather than words, passed between them. The first approached, brilliant against the darkness of space, and warned the second to stop and find a better nesting place. 
The dim solar phoenix returned her regrets. Huddled over the cloud of dust, she shared her memory of getting caught in the gravitational pull of a black hole. The black hole feasted on her stored energy, drawing her light into its glutinous black maw. Determined to give her offspring a future, she’d fought for eons, flying and straining against the circular current of its calamitous pull until she inched her way free. Shriveled and near death, she floated to this cloud of raw matter and deposited her precious egg.
She had no choice. She had to place her egg here or deny a future colony enough members to bond into a sun. Without her child, the failed colony would collapse into another black hole and bring danger and death to all. The healthy phoenix mourned her plight, for no mother should have to place her child in a cloud of tainted magic.
Tainted magic. I saw it. Within those tattered, disfigured wings, black, glittering particles spun among the bits of space dust.
A cold grip of panic crushed the air from my lungs. I recognized that magic. It was the same dark filth used by Vi Lorina. I picked it out of the cloud of contaminated, stolen magic when I separated Vi from my sweet friend Nemantia. It drifted away when the demons of Sixth Earth destroyed Vi’s physical body. That same magic twinkled in the swirling vortex that nearly sucked me and Lumi into space. Did the Fulcrum send Vi’s magic here?
No, my magic answered, unbidden. This image occurred long in the past.
I quelled my panic and watched. The healthy phoenix stayed with her injured companion, offering support and nourishment, until the nesting was complete. Then with mercy and compassion, she returned her injured kindmate to her colony, to be healed by the united power of her sun.
Continuing her search for a place of pure magic for her own egg, the healthy mother flew with new caution. How would tainted magic affect the unborn? Eons later, she completed her nesting and returned to her colony. What would the future reveal? As she reentered the glorious light of her sun, she shared the experience.
The worry exploded, multiplied by hundreds of minds, each as vast as the universe. The memories of colonies past flooded into my mind, adding to the worry—the speculation—the unknown. 
What will the future reveal? 
What will the future reveal?
Trillions upon trillion of repetitions poured onto me. Visions of phoenixes, past and present, their travels and hopes, their worlds and suns, hit me with the force of a tidal wave. Drowning me. Helpless, I circled, caught in the currents of overwhelming emotions and endless memories. Lost in infinity.
This isn’t how I’m supposed to be.
I swam, fighting against the current, fighting to break free. My wings beat steadily against the floods of color, light, and terror.
Beat. And again. Keep flying. Fight your way out. 
After eons, the beat of my wings rang in my head.
“Agnes! Agnes!” 
I recognized that word. It was my name. I did it. I broke free of the current. The images faded. The last thing I saw of the sun larva’s mind was the memory of the tainted magic. The black twinkle faded until only darkness surrounded me. 
“Say something!”
What? Oh, right. I could talk, but my mouth didn’t want to open. I heard cursing, felt shaking, and saw nothing, until oddly dimmed blue light flashed in the darkness
Then a cool breeze blew my white hair, and light shone into my wide-open eyes. I thought I was lying on my back. Slowly, ever so slowly, the light sharpened into colors and shapes, but they seemed unreal.
“What will the future reveal?” I heard myself mutter.
“Don’t cuff her!” an angry female hissed.
“It worked last time,” argued another yowling voice.
A furious scuffle sounded to my left. Soft fingers brushed my face, and I worked to make my eyes focus. A tall figure knelt over me, his arm under my shoulders, and a face sharpened out of the blur—a familiar, anxious face, topped with blond hair. 
“Tem?” I heard myself say. 
“She’s back,” he said.
I turned my head to the scuffling, and two cats wrestled on the floor, one yellow, the other gray and white.
“Hey, knock it off,” Temnon yelled at the cats.
The gray-and-white cat escaped its opponent and scampered over to me. “Are you okay?” she asked.
I remembered her and nodded. “Hi, Lumi. Sorry I scared you.”
“I wasn’t scared. It doesn’t matter to me if you lose your mind.”
I sat up. “Liar.” 
Lumi crawled into my lap and purred. I dragged off my gauntlet to stroke her fur and check my watch. I’d been inside the sun larva’s mind for over three hours. No wonder Temnon panicked and transported us all out of the core.
“What happened, Agnes?” he pressed. “Did you get lost in the sun larva’s mind?”
“No.” My fingers played with Lumi’s ears. “Well, maybe, in the end. I stopped to watch a—I don’t know what it was. An image of the past? Maybe a genetic memory? Its whole mind lit up with pictures. I was surrounded by a story, with feelings and bright colors.”
“Sounds like a dream,” said Lumi.
“A dream?” I repeated. “Maybe. But why did this baby dream about adults it’s never seen?”
“Hive mind,” Grimmal said, glaring at Lumi and shaking his fur. “Shared memories and experiences.”
“That sounds possible.” Worn out, I pressed my face into both hands. “Hard to wrap my head around it.”
Temnon relaxed and sat on his heels. “It probably didn’t mean anything, Agnes. Just the dream of a sleeping baby. Let it go.”
But I couldn’t let it go. How could a sun larva know about solar phoenixes from before it was born? And why did the solar phoenixes know about tainted magic? And the dream I had in the airport shuttle yesterday? That dealt with the future being unchanged. Were they related? I just didn’t know. Maybe it wasn’t the sun larva’s dream after all. Maybe I got lost inside its mind and watched my own hallucinations. 
“Ugh.” I groaned. It was getting hard to tell what was real and what was a dream.
“Can you walk?” Temnon asked, standing and reaching out a hand to me. “Everyone’s waiting, but I didn’t want to alarm them in case you were fine. Are you?”
That was a good question. My mind swam with jumbled questions and my legs stung with a persistent pain. I had this nagging sense that what I witnessed related to me. In a big way.
What will the future reveal?
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I stuffed the vexing image of tainted magic swirling around the unhatched egg into the back of my head to deal with the present. Taking Temnon’s outstretched hand, I let him help me to my feet.
“I’m good,” I said. “Let’s go report.” 
Grimmal and Lumi flanked me and shifted into a saber-toothed tiger and a sleek snow leopard to discourage any more unwanted hugs. Blue light swallowed us all and transported us into the throne room of the High King of Earth 22.
As my vision cleared, a thunderous applause broke out. I slowly turned in a circle to observe a wall of people. Po Lan’s throne room was more of an indoor coliseum than a room, with thousands of citizens crammed into benches stacked from the floor to the glass ceiling arching two hundred feet over our heads.
“Oh, jeez,” I whispered, my hands trembling with social anxiety.
Temnon put a supportive hand under my elbow, and Grimmal and Lumi lay down by my feet. I nodded tightly to Claude and Adrina, to let them know I was mostly okay. They glanced at each other; worry passed between them.
We stood near High King Po Lan’s throne in the center of the arena on a patterned gold-and-silver platform. Soldiers, in silver armor with a purple sash mirroring the king’s toga, encircled the platform. Every other soldier faced the opposite direction—to better see threats, I guessed. Behind them stood a circle of big, dark, metal urns. 
The king’s ornate, cushioned throne pivoted to face any direction, a smart idea, but wasted on Po Lan. He had way too much energy to ever sit down.
“We have long hoped to connect to our origins,” Po Lan announced dramatically to the crowd. Magical acoustics spread his voice throughout the coliseum. “How fortunate our own cousin from Second Earth is the discoverer of the life-bringing solar phoenixes. She, herself, has traveled to our core in search of a mighty larva. Let us hear her report.”
 The arena quivered with anticipation. Po Lan’s subjects had contracted a bad case of royal vigor. With excitement held in check only by curiosity, they waited for me to speak. 
I forced my spine upright and made eye contact with Po Lan’s forehead. It was less intimidating than directly meeting the eager gleam in his eyes, I was already so nervous my voice trembled. I swallowed the lump of anxiety in my throat. Reports were the worst part about these missions, and Po Lan invited several thousand friends. Lucky me.
“There is a sun larva inside your planet,” I said, clasping my hands to stop them from shaking. “It seems healthy. So, don’t mess with the flow of magic, and you’ll all be fine.”
They cheered with raucous enthusiasm. Unfortunately for me, a three-sentence report wasn’t enough. Questions blasted me from all directions.
“We must hear more, cousin.” 
“Tell us of this creature.” 
“Tell us of every moment.” 
Lumi growled softly by my hip. I felt the same way. 
Arch Mage Adrina stepped in to rescue me. “Let’s unite our wizarding talents,” she suggested. “You show me. I’ll show them.”
“Of all certainties,” Po Lan agreed. He dashed over to perch on the edge of his throne, ready to spring up again if necessary.
“You know telepathy?” I asked Adrina, not understanding.
“No, but I know telekinesis,” she said. “Trust me.”
Concentrating, I formed mental pictures of the sun larva’s massive ribs and beating heart and opened a telepathic line to Adrina. In response, she sent her rainbow magic off to the urns behind the soldiers. The lids flew off, and a zillion grains of sand, dyed in various colors, lifted into the air. As I sent her an image, she replicated it with the sand, each grain acting like a pixel on a computer screen. She even added shading and a touch of color to balance out the blinding whiteness. It was seriously cool.
The sand moved as my mental image did, and the crowd absorbed every moment, oo-ing and ah-ing at the round organs and pulsing heart. I even showed them my journey into the baby’s mind, Adrina’s sand artistically portraying the vast enormity of its consciousness. I skipped the private moments of the solar phoenix mothers, and then concluded with a wave of peace and contentment that touched each of the thousands of minds. 
They cheered almost loud enough to shatter the glass dome. These people were way less constrained than the nobility of First Earth.
“You telepathically shared that feeling with everyone?” Adrina gaped at me as she returned the sand to the urns.
“Yes,” I breathed, even more tired out then before.
“You are incredible. I had no idea of your power.”
“And what about your sand? You’re a talented wizard and artist.”
“My thanks.”
Po Lan vaulted to his feet, and with arms wide open, he sprinted to me. Lumi casually stepped between us, and he amended his display of gratitude to emotionally pumping my hand in a Second Earth handshake.
“My dear, brilliant cousin,” he gushed, his voice still carrying to the crowd, “I can’t begin to express my joy. This day will go down in our histories and become a national holiday for generations to come. Adrina,” he said and beamed at his arch mage, “we will expect the same show annually, on the anniversary of this historic moment.”
“Excellent idea, High King,” Adrina agreed.
Po Lan circled the platform like the announcer in a pro-wrestling match. 
“In addition to her brave service,” he called to his citizens, “Arch Mage Agnes has bequeathed a priceless book of Second Earth’s history and achievements to us.”
Another roaring applause broke out. The king waited in the center, hand out expectantly, but nothing happened. Confused, he shrugged at Adrina. 
“Where is the book?” he asked. “Ranah is supposed to bring the book.”
Adrina joined the soldiers’ darting glances. There was no cringing little weirdo in sight. One soldier touched his helmet, activating a telepathy stream. 
“I haven’t seen him since last night’s flame art display,” Adrina said.
“High King,” shouted the soldier, approaching and saluting with a sharp downward stoke of his hand. “The book—it’s not in the archives. The Keeper of the Histories says Ranah failed to deliver it yesterday.”
“Are you certain?” Po Lan leaned back in surprise when the soldier nodded in affirmation. “Such irresponsibility is very unlike him.” Then he pointed to the exits. “Find him,” he commanded the soldiers, “and bring back my book.”
They dashed off, golden streams of telepathy crisscrossing above their heads. It was an odd and anticlimactic ending to the ceremony. The weird little dude was probably in the kitchen trying to impress the maids with my history.
“This shame is unbearable,” Po Lan told me. “You’ve been nothing but helpful, and I seem to insult you at every turn.”
I understood how he felt. I’d unintentionally insulted my friends so many times. “I’ll replace it if it isn’t found,” I offered, sagging unexpectedly with exhaustion against Temnon.
“I’d be eternally grateful.” 
“Miss Agnes is quite worn out from her excursion,” Temnon said. “Please settle her account so she may return home and recover.” 
I was worn out—far more than I had been after past investigations. Was it the dream? Or nearly being lost in another’s conscious? I wasn’t sure of anything other than my legs hurt and I wanted to sleep. But Third Earth and the dragons still loomed on my horizon.
“At once.” The High King clapped his hands and uniformed men hauled in pallets full of heavy, metal urns, much like those containing Adrina’s sand. “Your fee, as agreed, but you must know the service you have rendered is far beyond the value of this common dust. We have treasures worth much more.”
I opened a lid. White, powdery crystals, the texture of sticky salt, filled the deep urns to the brim. Temnon sent his golden magic into the container. 
“Monoammonium phosphate. Refined for purity and potency,” he confirmed. 
I replaced the lid, which clinked with a satisfying metallic ring. “This will do. Thank you, High King Po Lan.” 
“We are still in your debt.” He pressed an Aether Stone into my hands. “This will deliver you to my palace where you are always welcome. Return with the slightest favor and it is yours. Once your book is found, I will study your history with all enthusiasm. We will strive to adopt the good and learn from the bad.”
Poor guy was in for a lot of learning.
I stood awkwardly while he smiled, gratitude and joy threatening to fire up his tear ducts. 
“We are happy to be of service,” Temnon said with natural diplomacy. “Now we must depart. Thank you for your hospitality. Goodbye for now.”
Claude leaned close to be heard over the applause. 
“Agnes, I’m worried about the tremble in your hands. Go to First Earth and have Chevlin examine you. I’ll help Temnon deliver these urns. You need to be in top shape for the next mission.”
“That’s really nice,” I said, pleased by his sincerity, “but I promised my mom.”
I was secretly happy for another chance to procrastinate. The whole idea of dragon spies gave me serious anxiety. If Claude knew why I turned down his offer to help, he didn’t judge.
“Grimmal and I will head home and meet with Odric. I’m certain he and Serene have already devised a strategy. Tem, see you soon.”
Temnon’s magic lifted the pallets of heavy urns without effort, and they hovered over our heads. I placed my hand on my Aether Stone inside my pouch.
“Second Earth.”
A golden circle of light spread on the floor beneath my feet. Grimmal stepped out of the light’s borders.
“Well done, Lumi.”
She purred as we fell into the Jent Path. 
The load of heavy urns, surrounded by golden magic, blocked the light from the coliseum. The edges of the Jent Path expanded to include the entire load. Now to get these urns and their precious contents to Dr. Buchanan and the Bounteous Life Foundation. 
As tired as I was, I fought the comforting hum of the Fulcrum’s raw magic. Sailing away from the big, dry planet, I tensed, half expecting the dark vortex of tainted magic to open and suck us into space. Then again, if I did get sucked out to space, I wouldn’t have to go to Third Earth. There’s a bright side to everything, right?
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With Earth 22 far behind us, the Jent Path seemingly stable, and the journey through the Fulcrum to Second Earth plodding along nicely, I succumbed to my exhaustion and fell asleep only to be plagued by vivid dreams saturated with sand, phosphorus crystals, and tainted magic melting into a looming shadow that coated Second Earth in a blanket of evil. The twinkle of tainted magic vanished, leaving only darkness. My arms and legs ached, confined in a hard, round cell.
“Has the future changed?” 
That enormous voice shook in my head. I’d been waiting—half-asleep—for this moment. 
“Let me out!” I screamed, but it was a ruse, meant to distract my captor. 
Acting on my theory, I followed my gift’s connection to the bright light of power. Ignoring the pain of my body rattling against my prison, I flung a message into the endless bounds of space. The bright light still shone. I had to try. 
Girl, I called mentally. Help me, please.
“Look into the future,” demanded the voice. “Surely, it has changed now.”
I loaded my plea with magical power. Find Kinza. Hear me? Kinza! Tell her I’m alive.
“What are you doing?”
My captor noticed my deception; already his magic dulled my mind. 
Find Kinza, I slurred.
“Impudent traitor!” he bellowed. “Rot forever in dreamless sleep!”
Weightless, my heavy limbs rose. My cell was falling. That message was my only hope. He’d never give me the chance to try again.
I wished, like a child, for rescue. And for the relief of death.
I snorted awake when Lumi’s fluffy tail flicked my face.
“We’re here,” she said.
I pried my eyes open to see Second Earth looming ahead. I slept through the pressure of the wormhole? Wow. I licked my lips and pressed my palms against my eyelids. I had that crazy dream again: dry, confined pain. At least this time I got a hint. Kinza. 
I had met the genie hiding in the silver rattle when my gift of truth led me to her in Dame Maudine’s private chambers. I tried to thank her for helping me save the sun larva in my planet’s core, but she refused to talk to me. It was my fault. I insulted her, but I would try talking to her again, just in case these bizarre dreams weren’t dreams at all. Why were so many crazy things happening all at once? The stress of it was getting to me. Even in the Fulcrum my joints ached. I rubbed my elbows and knees but felt no bruises. I think I grimaced in pain because Temnon stared at me, his brow wrinkled with exasperated worry. Oops.
“Doing okay?” I asked brightly to play down my aching.
“I’m fine,” he replied with a tone that hinted I wasn’t. “The Fulcrum kept me charged, and it doesn’t take much magic to carry a load in zero gravity.”
“You’re amazing. Thanks for letting me sleep.”
Hardly paying attention to the urns, he used magic to propel himself to my side and placed the back of his hand on my forehead. “We were lucky the new enchantments gave us a longer time limit.”
I knew what he insinuated. I spent too much time inside the sun larva’s mind. Without the enhanced spells, I’d have melted into carbon molecules and become one with the core. Literally.
“You haven’t fallen asleep after the last three missions,” Temnon continued, checking me for signs of illness. “Why did you today?”
The tainted magic stayed fixed in my waking mind. My magic had worked without me in the past, and now it seemed to know something I didn’t.
“Tem, have you ever heard of tainted magic?” I asked, knowing the answer. 
He at least gave it some thought. “No. What is it? Another form of magic? Like you told us about at Adrina’s?”
“I’m not sure.” I hesitated, still pondering.
Second Earth grew as we neared. Early dawn glowed on North America, and we flew west, over California’s quake-shifted coastline. “Recently remolded,” the tourist ads claimed. I still wasn’t used to it, but grids of lights indicating cities shone in the pre-dawn, a sign of recovery from the earthquakes. 
“We’re going to land soon. Will all these urns fit in the Apex, Temnon?” Lumi asked.
“Oh.” Temnon glanced back to estimate the size of the pallets of urns. “No. Not like this.” 
A fresh wave of Temnon’s magic zipped into the urns. Dancing like a swarm of fairies, it reduced the space between the atoms and the urns shrank to a fraction of their true size. 
“Why are you asking about this tainted stuff?” he asked me.
“The image in the sun larva’s mind—the one I stopped to watch—it showed two solar phoenix mothers,” I said. “One was injured. She had to lay her egg in a cloud of matter laced with a black, glittering magic. The second mother told her to find another spot, but she didn’t have the strength. Tainted magic.” I rubbed a stinging spot in my calf but didn’t feel it with my armor on. “That’s what the second mother called it.”
“And?” 
“I’ve seen tainted magic before. That’s how I separated Vi Lorina from Nemmy. I picked out the bits of tainted magic from the magic she stole from First Earth wizards. I saw it again yesterday. It surrounded the vortex that nearly sucked us into space.”
Temnon puzzled the information as we left the dawn behind, and the shifting waves of the Pacific Ocean reflected glints of the moon.
“Was it First Earth?” he asked. “The injured mother’s egg? Did that matter become First Earth?”
It was a logical assumption. Each world had a limited amount of magic divided among the wizards born within its boundaries. If Vi Lorina used tainted magic, it had to be magic that existed in the world where she was born. However, First Earth’s magic rings didn’t contain tainted magic, and Chiri’s illusionist magic shone with translucent particles, not the dark glitter of Vi Lorina. 
“I seriously doubt it. Vi Lorina most likely stole her tainted magic from someone else.”
“True, but I need to know for certain.”
Only one way to know for certain. I opened my mind and accessed my ocean of truth magic.
“The image I saw really happened.” My words didn’t stumble. Truth. “The egg the injured mother laid became Furrrst Eeaaarff.” Nope. Lie. 
“Ask if there is any tainted magic on First Earth,” Temnon urged.
“There is currently tainted magic on First Earth.” 
An empty feeling of abandonment filled my chest and swelled into my throat. A chill dripped down my face and onto my arms. What the heck?
“So, there is?” Temnon yelled in concern.
I wrapped my arms around my chest, suddenly cold. “I . . . I’m not sure.” Then I felt nothing. No hum of truth or buzz of a lie. My forehead ached under a heavy scowl of confusion. “I don’t think . . .” I started as the Jent Path curved down and hurled us toward the ocean’s surface. “I can’t tell if that was a lie or the truth.”
“What do you mean?” 
“Can you discuss this after we land?” growled Lumi as we descended to my island.
Our insubstantial party passed through the silhouetted palm fronds and white sand. Under the island, firmly attached to a ridge of bedrock, my Apex extended into the ocean. Temnon landed and spread his magic into a glittering net, catching the load of urns. Lumi and I dragged my sofa back to the ocean window as Temnon stacked the pallets in a wide pile, the urns clanging against each other as they settled. My coat lay on the sofa. Cool. My donuts. Maybe my truth felt cold because I was hungry.
“Agnes?” Temnon called from behind the stack. “What do you mean, you can’t tell?”
I gave Lumi a donut and climbed around the pile of urns to continue the conversation. “Something feels different. I don’t know—Kinza once told me the truth wasn’t always perfectly clear.” 
“Who’s Kinza?” He met me halfway around the pile.
“She’s the jiniri that lives in Dame Maudine’s rattle. She helped me realize that the sun larva might not be an enemy.”
He slumped angrily against the urns. “A genie would think that.”
“Don’t be so suspicious. She helped me a lot.”
“You’re telling me an all-powerful demon from Sixth Earth who has a soft spot for monsters said the truth isn’t always the truth and I’m not supposed to be suspicious?” 
“Well,” I stuttered, defensively, “sometimes the truth is in limbo or undecided . . .”
“Undecided?” he said, his doubt ringing clearly. “Of course. Undecided. What was I thinking?”
Wow. Temnon had a real problem with genies, but he gave me a great idea. Kinza was friends with the Seer thousands of years ago, maybe she heard of a prophecy about tainted magic. Or Dominath might know something. Of course, this was just one more thing to add to my growing list of things to do.
A clatter and a pained feline yowl pierced Temnon’s irritated silence. I dashed around the pile to find Lumi frantically licking her tail while a heavy urn rolled away, spilling a trail of sticky, white crystals on the glass floor.
“It fell on my tail,” she mewed. “Why is it so heavy?”
Temnon slid to his knees by her shuddering tail. “I can only reduce the space between the atoms. The urns are smaller, but they have the same mass.”
While I stroked Lumi’s heaving side, he tried to gently hold her tail. 
Yowling in pain, she jerked it away. “Don’t touch it.” 
“I can’t help without touching it. Just hold still for one blessed second,” commanded Temnon as he grabbed the switching tail.
“This is your fault. If you’d stacked them properly, they wouldn’t have fallen on meeeeooooww!” She flopped her head onto my lap with a piteous wail.
“The bone is crushed.” Temnon’s matter-shaping magic ineffectively tried to penetrate the tail. “I can’t grasp the bone fragments to fuse them. Lumi is too agitated.” 
“Stop,” squalled Lumi, her claws erupting from her toes. “You’re hurting!”
This wasn’t going to work. I clambered around the urns and dumped the contents of my spell box on the desk to find a circlet of silver. Back behind the sofa, Temnon hunched over the injured tail, while Lumi, teeth exposed, focused a little too intently on the back of his neck.
“Easy, Lumi,” I warned as I knelt.
Cradling Lumi’s head in my lap, I placed the circlet over her tufted ears. Rose-gold healing magic raced to the injury and glowed brightly under her fur. Lumi’s trembling slowed.
“The bone fragments are aligning,” Temnon said. “Where did you get that circlet?”
“Lord Chevlin gave it to me. It’s been enchanted with his alchemist magic. He has no faith in Second Earth doctors.”
“Fine with me,” Lumi relaxed in relief. “What can science do about a broken tail?”
Nothing. They’d have to amputate, but Lumi didn’t need to know that. 
“Um,” I dodged the truth, “they have different procedures based on the injury.”
“Nice bit of magic, there,” Temnon admired. 
“First time I’ve had to use it with you around.”
He glared at Lumi. “I can easily repair bone if the patient cooperates.” 
She flicked her healed tail to see if it still worked. “You try making rational decisions with pain knifing through your favorite feature.” 
“Agnes had more sense while Vi Lorina drained the life out of her,” Temnon grumbled. “That hurts far more than broken bones. Believe me, I know.”
 “Next time,” I told Lumi, “let Temnon help. He’s very good with bones. They are mostly minerals, you know.”
“Next time,” she scolded Temnon, “stack the urns so they don’t tumble on unsuspecting tails.” 
“Well.” I clapped my hands to distract them from arguing. “Let’s get these urns out of my Apex.”
A few swipes on my cell, and I had Dr. B on the line.
“Agnes, my dear,” he crowed happily, “everything go as planned?”
“Yup,” I said. “Sixty-eight metric tons of monoammonium phosphate ready for delivery.”
“You mother is texting you the coordinates as we speak. We are currently in the middle of the proverbial nowhere having a chilly picnic.”
That didn’t sound very pleasant. “Is Sadie with you?”
“No.” Suspicion colored his rich tenor voice. “Do you know what my granddaughter is planning?”
“She said something about negotiations, but if she wants to keep a secret, she knows better than to tell me.”
“Indeed,” chuckled Dr. Buchanan. “Very good then, there’s not a soul within miles, so transport as soon as possible. Lillian and I will be happy to get out of the mud and in where it’s warm.”
One transportation spell later, Temnon and I landed somewhere in Illinois with 150,000 pounds of re-expanded white powder and one reduced sciftan. Two semi-trucks with dented cabs were parked on the side of a long, straight road that carved a path between miles of muddy fields. Mom and Dr. Buchanan climbed down from a cab as we arrived.
“Another successful mission, sunshine?” Mom hugged me and when Lumi jumped into my arms, she said. “You too, Lumi. You two are becoming quite the entrepreneurs.”
Dr. Buchanan inspected the powder in the urns. “Smashing. Simply perfect. The Bounteous Life Foundation has been bombarded with requests for good fertilizer. This powder will help farmers feed the world.”
“So that’s why you wanted it.” Temnon turned to the empty field. “I should have guessed. You gave me plenty of clues. I’ll help you load the trucks.”
Temnon held his hands in front of him. Energy borrowed from nature joined the swirling power of his magic into a torrential current that sucked the dust from the road into its path. With an intense swoop of his hands, the urn lids clattered to the ground and the white powder streamed into the air. While holding the powder in the air with one hand, Temnon lunged his other hand at the urns. The shiny, gray metal compounded into a huge lump that mushed fluidly like a big, soft, ball of reflective putty. Pointing at the trailers, bricks shot from the lump, clinking into neat stacks of gray metal until the lump diminished entirely. With a loud whumph, Temnon dropped the phosphate in the trailers on top of the bricks. Both trucks bounced on their wheels under the weight and a dusty puff rose into the air.
“Erm,” Dr. Buchanan paused, perplexed, “what do you recommend we do with the metal bricks?” 
“Sell them,” Temnon said. 
“Sell them?” I asked, surprised.
Temnon shot me a sly grin. “King Po Lan kept saying your price was too low. He paid you your worth in spite of your protests. Those urns are solid titanium.”
“Titanium?” I hesitated. “Isn’t that super valuable?”
Temnon laughed hard and cradled my face in his hands, chasing away the empty chill I felt in the Jent Path. “When are you going to figure out your own worth?”
“I know my worth,” I countered. “What I don’t get is the exchange rate from personal worth to dollars.”
“I can understand your confusion,” he said, hands sliding to my shoulders. “It’s hard to think of numbers that big.”
Dang, that boy knew how to make my pulse thump. I stepped a bit closer, wishing my armor didn’t separate me from his warmth. His lips were free at the moment. . . .
“We didn’t write a new contract,” Mom said. “Will a copy of an old one work?”
“Huh?” I didn’t follow.
“For the dragon king. Regent Menneth.” Mom stopped digging in Dr. Buchanan’s briefcase. “Or maybe not. Handing him a demand for money seems ungrateful after all he’s done.”
Oh yeah. Third Earth. Way to spoil the mood, Mom.
“Uh,” I said. “Regent Menneth isn’t a typical job. Don’t worry about a contract.”
Mom’s hazel eyes narrowed. “Why? What’s not typical about it?”
Crap. I walked into that one. Mom asked me a direct question, and I couldn’t lie to her. How could I answer without getting myself grounded?
“He needs additional help,” I smiled. “You know, the truth is pretty useful for kings and leaders, because, umm”—Why did I stammer like a moron under pressure?—“security and stuff.”
Mom handed Dr. Buchanan the briefcase. “Security?” she said, suspicious of my weak explanation. “Is there a war on Third Earth or something?”
“Not an open war,” I replied, grateful I didn’t slur with an accidental lie. “I think he’s trying to prevent one.”
She folded her arms, thinking. “Sounds dangerous.”
“My sun larva missions aren’t a walk in the park, Mom,” I countered.
“No, but at least I know what to expect with them. How long will you be on Third Earth? What if there’s no easy answer and Menneth keeps you there? You have your education to think about, you know. What kind of Arch Mage can you be without an education on your own planet?”
I clenched my teeth and answered with patience. “All valid points. I do intend to go to school, I always have. But I’m a wizard. I’ll live for hundreds of years. Menneth needs help now. I have forever to go to school.”
Mom’s eyes moistened. “But you don’t have forever with me.”
Ouch. A perfectly genuine guilt trip. Mom didn’t even mean to manipulate me with it; she only told me her true feelings. There was no nice way to respond without giving in.
“Are you asking me to pick between you and being Arch Mage?” I asked.
Blinking, she backed off with a nervous giggle. “Don’t be silly. I’d never do that. I’m just wondering how to submit an application through the proper channels so I can officially schedule some of your time.”
“Mom!” I yelled. That was deliberate manipulation. “Really? I’m trying to be responsible here. Like you taught me.”
“I can’t help it,” she yelled back with a hint of desperation. “I have to worry about you. It’s an immutable requirement for being a mom.” She rubbed her palm across her eye. “Go, help Menneth for now, but think about spending a few weeks at home after that.” She must have recognized how awful she made me feel because she grabbed me into a firm squeeze. “And please be careful. I’ve seen dragons, and they look dangerous.”
Perfect. Now I felt tired, scared, and guilty. 
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“Relax, Agnes.” Temnon leaned into the Jent Path. “I’ve been to Third Earth a bunch of times. You’ll be fine, I promise.”
I knew he had a passion for dragons. His mentor was a dragon, after all. 
“You have an Aether Stone?” I asked.
“Well, not me. My family does. Menneth doesn’t hand them out very often, but the Odonatas have been allies with Third Earth since the Great Council. When the dragons found your world, they adopted practices of society and government. Third Earth used to be survival-of-the-strongest. They were brutal back then. Associating with humans changed everything for them.”
“Grimmal says they fought nobly against the demons,” Lumi said, her whiskers twitching. 
“They did. A bunch of the noblesse improved their status in that fight.”
“Meaning?” Lumi asked. 
“The noblesse are high-born dragons from dominant family lines. Regent Menneth rules, and the Vice Regent and Magnus Dux share second in command. The rest of the noblesse are ranked in seniority according to their birth, and their achievements. Status is very important to dragons.” 
We were getting close to the wormhole. I formed a ball of light, about the size of a basketball. As soon as the rush of the wormhole pressed on my ears, I called to Lumi.
“Lumi, catch.”
Temnon watched with interest as she batted the ball into space. Nothing happened. I threw a few more at her, and she knocked them in different directions. They sailed away in a straight line. Thinking I had time for one more, I lifted my hands, when the smallest sudden movement caught my eye.
Did that last ball change angles? It seemed to be floating on a new path. Maybe, maybe not. I just wasn’t sure. Either way, no swirling vortex of tainted magic appeared.
Fine with me. Those things were dangerous.
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As the security barrier to Odric’s throne room fell, Dame Maudine wrapped up her conversation with a woman with a face as round as an apple to smile at me. When I stepped down from the landing platform, a small, dusky-skinned child with huge, black eyes and an angelic smile darted over to wrap her tiny arms around me.
“Hi, Chiri,” I said as she squeezed her chubby cheeks into my armor. I nodded politely to the other two women. “Hello, Dame Maudine. Mistress Glaydn.”
“I know your plate is full, sweetness,” Dame Maudine said, walking up to me. “But this little one heard you were coming and insisted on showing you a few new techniques.”
“Yes, yes,” Chiri squealed. “Watch this.”
Magic, like the morning sun on fresh snowfall, twinkled between her outstretched hands. A small slab of light in front of her wavered and then solidified into a silver cup. It floated, held against gravity by Chiri’s illusionist power.
“Take it,” she directed. “It’s solid enough to hold.”
I hesitated; I’d already wasted so much time.
“Go ahead,” Temnon said, apparently reading my mind. “The regent can wait another thirty seconds. I’ll go check on the new armor King Odric made for us.”
“I’ll find Grimmal,” Lumi said. 
She kept a wide distance from Temnon even though they headed the same direction. Still resentful about the broken tail, I guessed. She hadn’t taken to him like she had to me. Sciftans were picky about whom they respected.
Chiri’s illusion cup felt cold and hard in my grip, and when I flicked a finger against it, it sung with a metallic clang. 
“It’s perfect,” I praised. “I’m so proud of you.”
“Bet you can’t make this illusion disappear,” she challenged.
“Chiri, my specialty is revealing the truth. Even the false realities of the siren clan.” In my hand, the cup wavered, and the sharp edges blurred until only light remained. “Whether or not I can make it disappear doesn’t prove how good you are.”
A frustrated huff blew from her short, wide nose. “I’ll beat you someday.” Her little chin lifted, the loss already forgotten. “Now, you make light solid, and I’ll vanish it.” 
“I’d like to see that myself,” said her tutor, Mistress Glaydn.
“Me too,” added Maudine.
I produced a small ball of visible light, infused it with my desire to form a solid shape, and handed it to Glaydn. She turned it between her fingers to study it, her own magic testing the strength of my spell, and then she flung it into the floor. It hit the stone tile with a sharp crack and bounced back to her hand. Her mouth contorted into a half-impressed line. 
“Much better, Miss Agnes. Your devotion is improving your skill.”
“Thanks,” I said, “but I can’t make the light look like anything other than light.”
“You are not an illusionist,” Glaydn reminded me. “You can manipulate light because truth is light, but illusions are the opposite of truth. I never expected your magic to work as an illusionist’s does. Don’t waste time on what you can’t do, focus on what you can.”
“That’s not very much.”
Mistress Glaydn scrunched her face, thinking. “I wish I knew how to help you, but your talent doesn’t follow typical patterns. I’m afraid truth wielding isn’t a concrete discipline, but an intuitive one. The best advice I can give you is to trust yourself and allow your magic to blossom on its own terms.”
She had a great point. 
With a giggle, Chiri plucked the ball of light from her hand. “Your light is so happy.” Then she blew on the ball, and it disappeared. 
“All gone.” I threw my hands in the air.
“I can do that too.” 
The light in front of Chiri rippled, and she vanished from sight.
“Wha—?”
Mistress Glaydn chuckled at my surprise and lifted one of Chiri’s long, black braids. To me, the braid appeared to be floating on its own. 
“She is a clever student, this young Jolo princess,” Glaydn praised. “She’s bending the light. She doesn’t physically disappear. Your eyes follow the light to what’s behind her.” 
“Wow. Smart,” I said. I knelt and waved my hands in the bent light until I found her ribs and tickled her. “I can’t play any more today, Chiri.” 
“When are you coming back?” she said.
I didn’t answer because I honestly didn’t know. Third Earth was a trap, even Menneth knew it. I’d better take care of one more thing before I left again.
“Dame Maudine,” I said, “this sounds weird, but can I talk to your silver rattle?”
Her smile held a dash of agreement and a pound of mischief.
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Dame Maudine traipsed lightly down yet another palace hallway. She didn’t run, but I still had to hustle to keep up with her. Rather than scenes and images from nature or a color palette, this hall’s theme paid tribute to manufacturing. Pedestals with glass boxes housed intricate clockwork devices common on First Earth, devices that ran on illusionist light rather than gas or electricity like on Second Earth. 
“Have you contacted your son about the spies?”
“Not a shrewd strategy,” Maudine said. “We don’t know how far the radicals’ influence has spread. Thayn is there if you need him. Otherwise, best be as silent as a ghost.”
“If Thayn is your son,” I said, confused by the order of things, “why isn’t he the king of First Earth?” 
“He didn’t have the support of the planet. He’s not a wizard,” she stated matter-of-factly. “There have been non-wizard kings and queens in the past, but once a wizard comes along and inherits the Odonata name, the planet usually votes them to the throne. Unless they’re an idiot, but I must emphatically point out,” Dame Maudine argued with herself, “there have never been any idiot Odonatas.”
I vaguely remembered Nemantia explaining surnames to me once. “So, Thayn isn’t a wizard, so he’s not an Odonata. What’s his last name?”
“Rayden. He’s my eldest child with my dashing second husband, Caleet. Thayn takes after me more than his father, though.”
“And your first husband?”
“Jorgan Hiatt.” Maudine sighed and fanned herself with a papery hand. “He was a general in the Lanorian army. A stunning fighter. Caleet served in the royal navy. I had a thing for soldiers, I must admit.”
I sort of knew how she felt. I had a picture of Temnon in his military uniform under my pillow in my Apex. 
Distracted by imagining Temnon, I nearly ran into Maudine. She stopped to look down the hall, both ways, and then grabbed my arm and dragged me behind a pedestal. A silver lighting fixture protruded from the wall. Maudine fit nicely beneath it, but I had to lean my head to the side to avoid smashing my nose on the curving metal.
“Um . . .” I started, but Maudine held a finger up to my mouth.
“Since we are in a hurry, and you are on official business,” she whispered conspiratorially, “I’m going to use a shortcut, but don’t tell any paladins, especially Jenz.”
Reaching up, she hooked her finger on the lighting fixture and pulled down. With a loud click resonating in the soles of my boots, a trapdoor dropped open and we fell. It was nothing like the smooth, open ride of a Jent Path, more like a twisting water slide without the water. Maudine whooped like a rambunctious child while I flung out my arms and legs to steady myself within the tube.
“This is my favorite shortcut in the castle!” shrieked Maudine with delight.
Gravity and magic flung us through loops and spirals, dips and rises. Equally dispersed spotlights lit the tunnel with a dizzying strobe effect. A few seconds later, we burst from the ceiling. Maudine landed with grace belying her age, and I crashed into the ground in a heap. Without my armor, I might have sprained my everything. I shot her an annoyed glare, but she giggled from the rush. 
I climbed to my feet and the noble face of Philomenth Odonata judged me from her portrait frame with accurately painted eyes. We were in a hallway outside of the hospital wing, the one with portraits of famous wizards. The tube really was a shortcut; we traveled to the other side of the palace in a few seconds. That’s how the royal family got around so easily. 
“That was certainly quicker and more dangerous than walking,” I mentioned. “I guess the paladins know about these secret passages?”
“Some of them.” Maudine brushed a bit of dust from the portrait’s frame. “My great-grandmother,” she introduced me to the painting. “Great-grammy Phil left these shortcuts all over the palace. They’re experiments in interdimensional physics. She invented mage doors you know, with a smidge of inspiration from the dragons.” Maudine scurried to the portrait of Henri Shavier and pushed a carved fleur-de-lis in the wooden panel next to it. “I’m not supposed to show them to anyone, but I’m old, so what are they going to do to me?”
The panel slid open and we entered her inner chamber. Humming tones that didn’t make a coherent melody, she picked through her odd little belongings on a wall of shelves. 
“Here it is.” 
Maudine placed the rattle’s handle in my outstretched hand. It convulsed as soon as it touched my skin, and I gripped the handle tightly to keep it from leaping to the carpet.
“Kinza, I know you’re mad at me,” I said. “I don’t blame you. I was rude last time, and I’m sorry.”
Maudine’s sharp eyes snapped to me. “You’ve spoken to her?”
“I’m sorry, Dame Maudine. I followed my magic here,” I said, as the rattle jerked repeatedly, jangling bells accompanying each abrupt movement. “Kinza helped me understand that just because something is scary, that doesn’t mean it’s evil.”
“Ah.” Maudine touched her nose, making a First Earth gesture that meant she understood something. “That’s why you were in here. Learning about the megalomag that was actually a sun larva.”
“Yes. I’m so glad I didn’t kill it, and it was because of Kinza. Ow!” A violent yank pulled me off balance, and I nearly fell. “Don’t be a jerk, Kinza,” I shouted at the rattle. “I have to tell you something important.”
The rattle’s egg-shaped bulb twisted, popping three of my knuckles, and it wrenched from my hands. 
“Fine,” I huffed as it rolled unevenly across the faded shag rug. “I’ll tell you anyway. You can decide if you care.”
I telepathically shoved the dreams of the cramped space, the pain, and the dryness into the rattle. I repeated the booming voice of the captor and the plea of the prisoner. Find Kinza, tell her I’m alive. The rattle stopped rolling, but Kinza stayed hidden.
“Maybe it’s just a weird dream,” I said, rubbing my fingers, “but I don’t know much about your life, and I’d feel terrible if it means something important and I didn’t tell you.”
The rattle lay like a normal object nestled in the thick rug. Maudine gave me a helpless shrug.
“Okay then, Kinza,” I said lamely. “See you later. Sorry again. And thanks again for your help.” I turned to go. “I wish she weren’t so mad at me. Maybe she knows how to find dragon spies.”
A slight musical jangle sounded from the rattle, but when we both looked back, it hadn’t moved.
“You’ll be fine, sweeting.” Maudine patted my arm. “Your gift will oust the miscreants in time for our experiment with your friend, Kymm. Lord Chevlin and I are gaga with anticipation.”
“I may not make in back in time,” I said, secretly rooting for the test’s cancellation.
“Of course, political upheaval trumps scientific curiosity, but we’ll meet as planned in Kymm’s laboratory with our hope knickers pulled up to our armpits.”
I wasn’t sure what that meant.
Maudine used a conventional route to the war room where the Odonatas hunched over three sets of new armor and two collars. Layers upon layers of spells interacted with each other, covering the armor with spells so thick they hid the red mesh.
“Fire, toxic air, sharp implements, compounded tensile strength,” Claude muttered to himself, ticking items off a list. 
“Acid?” Temnon asked. 
“Got it,” Claude said. “I think we’re ready for Third Earth.”
“Acid?” I said. 
“Dragons have individual talents,” Temnon gushed, approaching an official designation of stats-obsessed nerd. “Most have to do with enhancing predatory skills, like swallowing giants or poison spikes. Not all dragon talents are as benign as knowledge or peace.”
“Peace is a dragon skill?” I asked as King Odric handed me my armor.
“Regent Menneth’s,” he said. “A useful skill for the leader of the dragon world.”
“Why?” I said, tracing my finger among the swirling magic particles. “I thought they were civilized.”
“Compared to wild dragons,” Temnon said, grinning with excitement, “they’re practically saints. Wild dragons will think about whether you were a friend or a foe while they’re picking their teeth.”
“Forget it.” I dumped my armor in Temnon’s arms. “Mom will kill me if I get eaten.”
Odric chuckled. “Don’t let Temnon’s macabre fascination with dragons put you off. You’ll be with Dominath, and therefore, completely protected.”
That was true. Plus, I had new armor with so many new spells they wove into each other.
Serene, whispering, added one more.
“There are quite a few spells there,” I said.
“Only a precaution,” Serene smiled.
She tried to hide her concern, but I saw the truth. Even with Dominath, she thought I’d be in grave danger.
Crap.


Sensory Overload
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A few minutes later I stood on the colonnade with the royal family and several generals to whom Odric had given my cover story. They believed it was just another sun larva mission. Odric worried if the dragon radicals had grown strong enough to trouble Menneth, they may have influence on other worlds as well. The fewer people who knew about my real purpose on Third Earth, the better. Claude and Temnon, dressed in the special red armor, chatted with the generals. Temnon had an inch of height on his dad, but Claude had the thick torso of a full-grown man. Even with their helmets and face-shields I easily told them apart.
Wearing their spell-imbued collars, Grimmal and Lumi paced in the courtyard, smashing pawprint-shaped craters in the flowerbeds as they stalked about. They were stone—giant, moving statues of stone.
“That’s quite an intimidating form for sciftans,” Nemantia noted as Grimmal ground another rosebush to mulch under his crushing claws.
“Indeed,” agreed Dame Maudine. “Any dragon who tries to nip those cats will find himself with a mouthful of chipped teeth.”
Lumi was snowflake obsidian, all black with gray splotches and white spots, while Grimmal became tiger’s eye, stripes of gold and brown. Grimmal and Lumi were the greatest, and with them at my side, I felt just a little bit more confident going to a world of hungry dragons.
A huge cloud of blue transportation light burst and rained down on us as Dominath hovered on his silver magic. He shot a torrent of fire breath into the sky, roaring out his excitement. Glowing bits of flaming spittle joined the dripping blue transportation light. The humans stepped back further into the colonnade to avoid getting burned. Dominath swooped in a tight circle and landed in the courtyard with a crash that rattled the pillars.
“The mighty Dragon of Knowledge, Dominath!” shouted a sentry. 
“Welcome, Dominath,” King Odric greeted in his booming voice of authority.
Nemantia, Maudine, and Serene took turns giving me a goodbye hug. 
“Be so very careful,” Serene whispered. Her pale face and trembling lips made me nervous all over again. 
I headed down the stairs as Odric gave a short speech, but I doubted Dominath listened to him much.
What an exciting adventure we are about share, he said directly to my mind. 
Since no one else reacted, I guessed he spoke only to me.
Exciting? I replied telepathically. Try dangerous.
Not at all. A trip to the core is every bit as relaxing as a plunge in the ocean. The regent has been quite interested in you and your gift. He may be using this mission as an excuse to show off our beautiful planet, for as he mentioned previously, Third Earth has no sun larva. A true pity, for I greatly desire to witness one. But whatever the regent’s reasons, I am delighted to accompany you.
My gift of truth sent a jarring buzz up my spine. Dominath lied. Oh, my holy freaking crap. The Dragon of Knowledge, who was supposed to protect me from evil, flame-throwing lizards of death, lied. Somewhere in the back of my head, people applauded, but I ignored it. What did he lie about? He wasn’t delighted to accompany me? The regent wasn’t using this as an excuse to show off Third Earth? Well, I knew that was a lie, but did Dominath know it was a lie? My lie detector buzzed whether the lie was accidental or intentional. So, what did Dominath lie about, and was it on purpose? 
A chilling thought snaked into my already stressed-out brain. Odric didn’t tell the generals about the regent’s true reason for asking me to Third Earth because he worried the radicals had already influenced other Earths. What if Dominath was one of the radicals? Was the regent actually a tortuous dictator and Dominath a freedom fighter? Jeez and crappers! Who was the good guy? My brain was going to implode.
I’d better tell Odric. He’d want to know about all of this. I shook off my internal panic attack to go speak to him, but for some reason, everything around me was dark. I glanced upward and saw the golden circle of the Jent Path close above me. When did I fall into the Jent Path? Dang it! I was so busy freaking out reality moved on without me. 
Dominath flew ahead, the Jent Path stretching to include all of him. The rest of us flew a healthy distance behind, to avoid getting slapped around by his enthusiastically swishing tail. 
I felt pressure on my hand and jerked it away. Oops. It was only Temnon.
“Sorry.”
“You with us? You’re acting distracted.”
“My head is running away with me.” That was truthful enough. 
I can understand your trepidation, Dominath said. Many tales and warnings follow my birth planet. Take comfort in knowing it will grow on you.
I missed my chance to talk to King Odric, but I still had his brother with me, plus I wasn’t completely helpless. I opened a telepathic line to only my team, making sure to block the dragon.
Dominath lied to me, I said in my mind. Should we be worried?
Lumi growled softly. It ground in her throat like gravel. Claude used a jet of magic to turn around in the zero gravity of the Fulcrum to face me. I plucked the thought growing behind his concerned eyes right out of his mind. As I figured, he wanted to know what Dominath lied about. 
I don’t know. It might have been accidental, I mentally said. Did Odric tell him the real reason we are going to Third Earth?
Claude cocked his head and squinted one eye. 
Half-truth, I repeated for the benefit of the others. 
Then Dominath didn’t know the whole story. His lie didn’t prove he was an enemy. I mean, sure, he liked to play with minds the way Grimmal toyed with mice, but I always attributed that to being bored, not evil. He always came through in the end. 
The Jent Path to Third Earth carried us through the Fulcrum for about forty minutes. I spent the entire time going over every encounter I’d ever had with the Dragon of Knowledge. No red flags went up. The most he ever did was frustrate me. Considering his contributions to humankind, it seemed only fair to trust him until I had more to go on.
My home world is nearing, Dominath said. Temnon, bring the others to the front where they can have a better view.
Temnon held out a hand. “I’ll pull you,” he offered.
“I can do it. Watch.”
My magic complied to my will, and I jetted past the dragon. As Temnon’s magic pushed the sciftans ahead, Dominath pulled in his massive sides to make room. Claude and Temnon joined us, and soon, a roaring rush filled my ears. I thought about testing for the swirling, black vortex again, but decided against it in Dominath’s presence.
The wormhole magically hurled us all through time and space to Third Earth, and as the noise ceased, only blackness filled my view. 
“Where is it?” I asked. “I don’t see anything.”
Temnon chuckled like a know-it-all and pointed down the Jent Path. “Right there.”
Look carefully, child.
Soon, I made out the slimmest silver crescent in the dark space. Third Earth’s sun hid behind the planet, shrouding it in night, but it was still a hole of blackness compared to other planets. It reflected no light and lacked any kind of magic ring. That was weird. I thought all magical planets had magic rings. Good thing there wasn’t a sun larva: without nature magic, it’d starve.
Closing in, I saw glowing red spots, as big as Los Angeles or Tokyo, connected by jagged red lines, like an active core shattered the planet into pieces. Seriously cool.
The big one in the center is known as Dauthaz, Dominath explained like a tour guide. To the northeast is Paewr, and south of that is Halja. Our largest cities surround these three wonders. There are many others, but those volcanoes are created and not naturally occurring.
Volcanoes. Those glowing spots were volcanoes. As we approached the center of the globe, Dauthaz bloomed like a red rose against black velvet.
It’s erupting. What a lovely miracle. We may miss it, however, as the regent may send us to Paewr or Halja to enter the core.
“But why?” whined Temnon. “Our armor can withstand the center of the core. It can handle an erupting volcano.”
Eruptions attract visitors. Dauthaz will be swarmed by dragons. Even dragon mothers prefer to bring their young to less popular sites for safety’s sake. Hatchings are exceedingly rare, born only when existing dragons die.
We entered the atmosphere, and ash flaked against the Jent Path. No wonder blackness covered the planet, only the strongest light sources pierced the thick, ashy clouds. From the depths of the ash, a creature the size of a hang glider emerged. It had leathery wings and a delicate body. It twisted to dodge us and snapped a long, pointed beak.
“Is that a pterodactyl?” I squeaked.
No. Dominath’s growling chuckle blew smoke into my hair. A pterosaur. And it’s being hunted.
A dinosaur? A real dinosaur flying around on Third Earth? Holy cuss! My brain blew a gasket. “Why are there pterosaurs on your planet!?”
“Any second now,” said Temnon with mysterious anticipation. “Here they come, Agnes, look over there!”
A dragon, less than half the size of Dominath but still as big as Dr. Buchanan’s old private jet, circled out of the ash. Standard dragons had four legs, with wings sprouting from their backs near the shoulder blades. This dragon only had rear legs, and wings instead of arms, like a bat. At the largest joint where the wings folded back, he had two claws like a forefinger and thumb, perfect for catching prey in a grasping pinch. Its scales shimmered, reflecting a dusty blue. 
Powerful strokes blew the ash into dust devils, and it charged us. Gigantic, pointed teeth opened wide, and it chomped down around us. A jolt of pain stabbed my calf and the nerve-stunning clack of colliding teeth rang in my ears. It flew straight through us, its dusty-blue scales shimmering iridescently and shifting to a deep purple as it pursued the pterosaur. 
Temnon laughed in delight. 
Wyverns, explained Dominath, still acting as tour guide. One of the many dragon sub-species. They prefer the ash-filled air of the higher elevations, as they are quite clumsy on the ground. They spend most of their lives in the sky, and even sleep hovering on their magic.
Another wyvern, this one brownish-red, nipped at us. Then a rusty orange one. Dozens of the dragon sub-species swooped, twisted, and darted around us. They reminded me of carp at the zoo, swimming over each other to get the food pellets thrown to them. Only now, we were the pellets, and wyverns had teeth the size of bananas.
“This is a sport to them.” Temnon’s excited energy heightened his volume. “They know they can’t hurt us. Whichever wyvern gets us between its jaws the most is the winner.”
In the Jent Path, we were insubstantial, and therefore safe, but seeing those teeth so close disturbed me as much as Temnon’s psychotic grin. I’d never understand why facing danger scared me and thrilled him. 
“Okay,” I said, sounding jittery even to myself, “whatever, but why are there pterodactyls on this planet?”
Pterosaurs, Dominath corrected. They are here to serve dragonkind as cattle serve humankind.
“You raise them for food?” 
And for the thrill of pursuit. Our ranches are vast continents of rain forests separated from civilization by magical fields much like the osmotic dome King Odric created in the battle with Vi Lorina. We can pass the barrier, but our prey is contained and protected from lava and ash. They are released as needed to feed dragonkind. Dominath’s sides heaved with a deep breath of anticipation. I haven’t taken a tyrannosaur in decades.
“A T-Rex? You raise them too?”
We have many species of your dinosaurs from the cretaceous period. My kind lived on Second Earth for millions of years before I was born.
“It seems like they lived everywhere. I thought Third Earth was the dragon’s home world.”
It is. But who do you think gave Umnon Odonata the idea to search for other inhabited planets?
“Um, dragons on First Earth?”
 Some species can travel through time and space without the aid of Jent Paths.
That’s what Captain Malon said. But how did they travel without Jent Paths? Vi Lorina’s dark, swirling vortex came to mind. “So, can you? Visit other worlds?”
I can with a Jent Path. King Umnon’s innovative spell allowed all dragons access to other worlds. Before Third Earth connected to the Jent Paths, only dragons with the magical talent of traveling physically crossed to other worlds. You know about travelers. They are in the information I gave you at our first meeting. 
Oh, right. I did know about travelers. They were special dragons who gathered together and built up enough magic to pop to another planet. Once there, individual travelers were able to pop between the new planet and home. They didn’t choose where to go; they just established a new colony wherever they landed. They were the dragon equivalent to a plant seed. That’s how dragons came to Second Earth, and all the other planets they lived on before Jent Paths. 
I am consistently surprised you seek any information from me, when it is yours to access at will, Dominath said.
 “I’m still a child,” I said, referring to his nickname for me. “Questions are how we learn.”
Ah. That I can understand.
Descending closer to the surface, the ash thinned, and the wyverns abandoned their game. Thousands of smaller cracks in the planet’s unstable crust became visible. At the lower altitudes, flaming drops of lava fell like hot, red hailstones. Thank goodness for my enchanted armor. 
“Why aren’t we going to the Hall of Ri Dauch?” Claude asked.
My Ademic translated the strange words. Ri sounded like ree and meant high king. Dauch meant dragon, including all the different species. Claude pronounced it like he said “daw,” and then cleared his throat. 
It is unusual, Dominath agreed. 
I followed Claude’s concerned gaze to a wide-open patch of solid stone surrounded by gigantic dragons. We weren’t landing in a protected, indoor area? It seemed unusual to me, too. I didn’t know if I should be offended or not. Dragon culture differed on many levels, and my downloaded knowledge of dragons didn’t explain this situation. 
Grimmal growled angrily. “This path is putting us in the middle of a dragon crowd?” he hissed. “What is the regent thinking?”
Regent Menneth would never risk harm to any visiting arch mage. I’m sure there is an explanation.
“I don’t see the regent.” Now even Temnon sounded worried.
Claude cursed under his breath. “Dominath, do you recognize any of them? If not, we are heading straight back to First Earth.”
Dominath’s giant head whipped to the left, almost whacking into us. The largest dragon below was a drake as long as a commuter train. My downloaded knowledge classified drakes as dragons with lion-shaped heads, serpentine bodies, and no wings. This huge drake was a familiar emerald green color.
There is the regent, Dominath said, verifying my assumption, and with him is Vice Regent Kyprios.
I’d only ever seen the regent’s head in a magic window. His massive size stunned me. With his boney frills extended, he arched up his long belly over his six legs and shook his head. A mane of flowing fur behind the frills puffed out, and magic drifted over the crowd. 
Next to him stood a dragon with copper scales and folded wings. He rivaled Dominath in size and had a heavy bone spade at the end of his tail. He didn’t have horns; instead, spikes covered his head and ran down the sides of his muzzle.
“Still too many unknown dragons,” Grimmal growled. “I suggest we turn back.”
A mighty sciftan afraid of a few dragons?
The stone on Grimmal’s back rippled in anger, but he held his peace. I was kind of surprised he let Dominath manipulate him like that.
“There’s Grandpa Thayn!” Temnon grabbed his father’s arm, even though his excited shout already got Claude’s attention. “See, he’s right there by that black dragon with the curly horns.”
Sure enough, as the Jent Path fell into the midst of the dragon crowd, I made out the comparatively tiny figure of a human. He held a wide umbrella with one hand and shaded his eyes with the other as he watched us descend amid horns, scales, and wings. 
“Retreat?” asked Lumi, stony ruff rippling like Grimmal’s.
“No,” Claude answered. “Dad will keep us safe.” Something in his tone was less than confident. 
Dominath twisted his tail around all of us protectively. I will keep you safer.
Claude, Temnon, and I pulled on our helmets as we touched down on the solid stone. The insubstantial state that protected us from the wyvern teeth no longer applied. I felt like an ant in a forest of legs with scales instead of bark and slicing talons instead of roots. Curious to see us, the dragons crowded closer, shaking the ground with each thunderous footstep. 
My face shield fogged up with my own panicked breathing.
Welcome honored guests! 
My fear-addled brain recognized the telepathic voice of Regent Menneth. A roar and a jet of green fire shooting high into the sky accompanied his ringing words. Dozens of flaming plumes joined his, pushing an atomic mushroom cloud of fire into the ash-ridden sky. I felt heat through the weave of spells on my armor.
An anemic survival instinct rose in my throat, flopped in hopeless futility, and died. My legs weakened, and I sank to the hot stone.
A greeting of the highest honor, Dominath explained in my head. They intend to welcome you, not terrify you.
Yeah, too late. This cacophony of intimidation was a bad choice for an introvert like me. My legs trembled with pain, and my mouth dried up. Grimmal and Lumi lay down, forming a protective stone wall within Dominath’s circled tail. 
“This place smells of chemicals and burning,” complained Lumi softly. “I hope the mission ends quickly so we can leave.”
The eerie feeling of being watched wormed its way between waves of fear and alerted me to a silent stalker. For once, it wasn’t Grimmal. I peeked between the stone chests of my sciftan friends. That curly-horned dragon, her black head low to the ground and rippling from the heat of the air, watched me with yellow eyes. I mean, they were solid, glowing yellow, with no pupils or irises. 
As the explosion of fire above us burned out, Menneth’s voice rang in my head again. 
Our noble and great ones have come to herald your arrival, Angel of the Jent Paths. And Dominath, my Magnus Dux, welcome home.
Dominath greeted his fellow dragons with a display of status consisting of rumbling growls, bobbing heads, and twisting necks. According to my downloaded information, this ceremonial greeting lasted for several minutes. The black dragon didn’t participate in the greetings; her yellow eyes froze me in place. As quick as lightning, her forked tongue darted out and licked her black, scaled lips.
I huddled like a mouse in a terrarium full of snakes. I hated this place.
A big man with broad shoulders vaulted over Dominath’s white, scaled tail. He seemed heedless of the black dragon girl’s emanating hostility. He strode close on muscular legs and stabbed the pointed handle of a wide umbrella into the rock. A curtain of spells fell from the umbrella, protecting him from the raining menace of lavafall. 
“Take off that helmet so I can see you better,” the man said to Claude. His deep voice was powerful and sharp, as if used to cutting through dragon roars. “My umbrella will protect you from the falling pyroclast and filter out the toxic fumes.” 
Claude, a grin brightening his usually serious face, removed his hood. “Hello, Dad.” 
Thayn’s eyes, wrinkled from squinting against the heat, winked with a spark of recognition. “Claude. It’s so good to see you, son.”  
Temnon’s grandfather placed brown, leathery hands on his son’s shoulders and smiled, his teeth white against his heat-damaged face. With the ash in the sky, it wasn’t sunburn; it had to be from constant exposure to dragon’s breath. He stood taller and broader than Claude and had dark, shiny hair. A strange armor flowing like chain mail stretched over his bulging biceps and thick torso. 
“For a moment I thought you were your brother,” Thayn admitted to Claude. “It’s been years since I’ve seen either of you. I’d almost forgotten how to tell you apart.”
“Too many years, Dad,” Claude said, his face growing serious. “Third Earth is hard on a human. How do you expect to be there for your grandkids without regular medical visits and Maudine’s life magic?” 
“I know, son, I know, but I get so busy.” 
They acted like this was a normal family reunion. But how—with all the roaring and terrifying stomping claws surrounding them? Claude didn’t even notice the black dragon’s hungry glare or the drop of saliva that splashed on the hot rock and evaporated into steam. Thayn must be an idiot to turn his back to her.
“Speaking of grandkids,” Thayn said, looking right past Temnon, “where is he? He was supposed to come.”
Temnon pulled off his hood. “Here, Grandpa Thayn.”
The big man’s face lengthened in shock. “Great Umnon’s ghost, boy! When did you grow so tall?” 
Blushing as bright as the falling volcanic detritus, Temnon delivered a stiff hug while his grandfather thumped him fondly on his armored back. 
“You’ve put on some muscle too,” Thayn said. “Your arms were skinny as rope last year.”
“It’s been three years, Grandpa,” Temnon griped. “You canceled my last two visits, remember?”
“I did? Well, I’m sure I had good reason then, but I regret it now. I barely know you. And I haven’t seen your cousin in nearly twelve years. Claude, tell Odric he needs to bring my granddaughter to visit. For a while last year, I thought she was lost to us forever.”
“No, Dad,” Claude chided gently. “You need to come home, before Dame Maudine drags you across the universe by the ear.”
Not intimidated in the least, Thayn chuckled. “I’ll try to come back with you once this mission to the core is over.” 
Frowning, Claude glanced up at the dragons, still involved in their formal greetings. “About the mission—why the sudden interest?”
Thayn’s smile diminished, and he hung his head in guilt. “Every dragon knows Third Earth doesn’t have a sun larva, but the noblesse got jealous when the Angel of the Jent Paths visited lesser worlds first. They heaped on the pressure. I know it’s an unusual request, but the regent himself asked me to push the application through. Sorry it caused trouble. Where is the truth wizard? I’ve been curious to meet her.”
Temnon sprinted over, and Grimmal reluctantly let him pass. He found me in my little haven of safety and tried to pull me into full view of the dragons. My fear stoked a vicious stab of nerve pain, and I stumbled at the first step. My legs only hurt like this when my life was in danger.
“Ow, freaking heck.” I shook my hand from his. “No way. I’m not coming out.”
Distressed at my stubbornness, he said, “But Grandpa wants to meet you.”
Too excited to let a little thing like my imminent doom prevent an immediate introduction, Temnon scooped me up in his arms and maneuvered between the stone sciftans. He set me down before Ambassador Thayn Rayden, carefully ensuring my legs held my weight before fully releasing me. 
“Grandpa, this is Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, Arch Mage of Second Earth.” He pulled my helmet back, cheerfully saying, “Let him get a better look at you.”
Thayn crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in intense scrutiny. His dark eyes gleamed with intelligence, and his thin lips tightened at the sight of my scars and short, white hair. 
Fine. If he was going to stand there judging me, I’d do the same. I tried to copy Sadie’s withering stare but found few flaws in his physical form. No wonder Thayn served as ambassador to the dragon world. He had power that was rare among humans—power strong enough to win the respect of dragons. I fueled my gift of truth with a portion of my frightened energy and searched for a lie about him. No buzzing alarms of discomfort went off. This guy was a genuine hero.
“Well, Tem,” Thayn said to his grandson while still staring at me. “I can see why you’re attracted to her. Petite little beauty, she is.”
“Grandpa,” protested Temnon in a whispered shout, “not in front of the dragons.”
Thayn chortled loudly, his crossed arms bouncing against his barrel chest. “And how am I supposed to avoid them? You’re on their world now, m’boy.”
Yes. Their world. I checked on the black dragon behind Temnon’s chuckling grandfather. She was gone. A tiny warming of relief partially calmed my stabbing legs as the roaring overhead faded away.
“Greetings are done,” Thayn said. “Now we join the procession.”
“Procession?” Claude didn’t sound happy. “Without a security detail in place? Not a good idea, Dad.”
“Nothing we can do about it.” Thayn yanked his umbrella out of the rock. “Put on your helmets. It’s already begun.”
As if to agree entirely with Thayn, a white, feathery philomanth floated down to my side. 
With your permission, child, I shall escort you. Dominath wanted to tie me to the base of his horn like he had before in his lair. That is, if your brave protectors agree.
Grimmal’s neck ground as it twisted up to glare at Dominath. He blinked once, then changed form. His stone skin bubbled, and he grew big enough to make Dominath step aside. The tiger’s eye coloring of his skin darkened until all the warm tones cooled to black. Grimmal shifted his weight to his back legs, and his front paws elongated into human hands with long claws. His shoulders and chest broadened into a human torso with short, black fur accentuating every bulging muscle. He pushed off the ground with his hands and stood erect.
The dragons roared in appreciation. 
Thayn leaned his umbrella against his shoulder and applauded. “Ah! The panther giant form! We heard of Grimmal’s battle with the bastet from our noblesse who went to support First Earth’s armies. It’s famous among the dragons. At least one of Agnes’s party knows the value of physical strength.”
Lumi hung her head and padded over to me. I knew she worked like crazy to match her father’s abilities, but she was still a kitten. Poor Lumi. And poor me. Thayn jabbed us both in a sensitive area. I’d been secretly strength training, like Sempira suggested, but according to Thayn, that wasn’t nearly good enough. I laid a hand on Lumi’s face, unsure if her stone skin felt mine.
“Don’t listen to him,” I whispered. “Strength is more than size and muscle. I’ll ride with you.”
“Absolutely not,” she hissed. “My job is to keep you safe, and I’ll not let my wounded pride prevent that.” 
Grimmal crouched and opened his hand flat on the ground for us. Lumi ever-so-softly pushed her nose into my neck, purring like rumbling gravel.
“Go on,” she whispered to me. “Go with Grimmal.”
I stroked her cheek, and with my head held high, I joined Temnon and Claude by Grimmal’s hand.
“Ride with us, Grandpa,” Temnon invited, “so we can visit.”
“Sorry, m’boy,” Thayn said regretfully. “My place is assigned. We’ll visit later, I promise.” He marched over to me, one hand aimed for my waist. “Let me lift you up there, Arch Mage. It’s quite a climb for a tender miss like you.”
Another subtle reference to my weakness. Rude. A hot jolt of defiance sparked a burst of energy, and I hopped up onto Grimmal’s hand myself. A satisfied smirk pulled at Thayn’s mouth. Maybe he wasn’t completely desensitized by living with dragons. Maybe criticism was his way of encouraging improvement. Well, whatever. I didn’t care what he thought.
I held Temnon’s hand for balance as Grimmal lifted us. Temnon sent his golden magic into the stone below us and broke off a large chunk. He shifted the molecules, changing the stone into a dark metal, then molded the metal into a harness that strapped over Grimmal’s right shoulder and down around his massive chest. At Grimmal’s collarbone, Temnon constructed a little balcony of sorts with a guard rail. Grimmal carried us to the balcony, and we all jumped in. Good thing I wasn’t afraid of heights.
The procession already stretched miles ahead of us. Hundreds of dragons of all shapes and sizes lined a straight path leading directly up the side of the mega volcano, Dauthaz. They shot streams of fire into the air and stamped the ground as the noblesse paraded by in imperial dignity.
Far ahead of us, the black dragon with the distinctive curly horns traipsed lightly before the crowd. She seemed to be a favorite of the rambunctious spectators, especially the males close to her size. Her tail and neck undulated in graceful, curving reactions to each well-placed step. In spite of those soulless eye, she was a beautiful dragon.
Grimmal, directed Dominath, you follow next.
“That shouldn’t be right,” protested Claude. “Where is dad’s place?”
He rides with Vice Regent Kyprios.
“That is highly unusual. And what about Lumi?”
The kitten was not included in the assignments. I fear the noblesse overlooked her.
Grimmal snorted in disgust and took matters into his own hands. Literally. The balcony attached to his shoulder lurched forward as he leaned over to scoop Lumi from the ground. As he stood back up, my weight fell forward, and the railing knocked into my stomach. Both Claude and Temnon threw an arm across my torso to keep me from flipping out of the balcony. Grimmal stood upright and placed Lumi on his left shoulder. I waved like a dork at her and hiccupped. Loudly.
Temnon snickered at me. “You okay? The railing must have hit near your diaphragm.”
“I’m fine. A lit—hic—tle warning might have been nice. I could have braced—hic—myself.”
“Try not to think about them and they’ll go away. Just relax. Enjoy the ride.”
Relax? Impossible. I’d have these hiccups for the duration of this terrible, terrifying visit.
Hot air rushed against my face with each of Grimmal’s steps, as did several bits of pyroclast. I ducked and pulled my helmet back on. I had enough scars on my face already. To my left, Claude stared into space, his face hardened in deep thought. Something bothered him.
“Ambassador Claude?” I asked. “What are you—hic—thinking about?”
“Oh, um, nothing Agnes,” he stammered. “It’s nothing.” He coated Grimmal with an enchantment to protect him from pyroclast and toxic volcano fumes. His expression changed, as though he decided something important. “No, Agnes, you should be aware.” His blue eyes were a mixture of anger and kindness. “Dragons are all about status. Status is achieved by birth, deeds, and political position. Everything in their culture is based on status.”
“I remember,” I said. “Dominath downloaded dragon facts into my mind.”
“Then you don’t see anything wrong with the order of this procession?’
I suddenly saw his point. The parade’s order went from the least important noblesse in the front to the most important in the back. Ambassador Thayn, who ranked lower than any of us in official titles, rode Vice Regent Kyprios, second only to Regent Menneth. To make matters worse, he didn’t even consider Lumi, even though she ranked as a princess of Fifth Earth, since her mother was phar and ruler of all the sciftans.
“Does the order only apply to dragons?”
“I’ve been in these processions before. Dad always rode with a dragon equal to his status, and Tem and I have always ridden close to the regent. Something is different about this visit, but I can’t put my finger on it.” Full of puzzlement, he clutched the railing, and his red armor flexed over his tightening arms. “Has your gift of truth alerted you to any lies? Any ideas about who the spies might be? Vice Regent Kyprios?”
I didn’t even think to test any of the dragons. Not even the black dragon who probably wanted to eat me. Fear really was an incapacitating handicap.
“I only tested your dad. He isn’t lying about anything.”
“No, he wouldn’t be. We need to find out who organized this procession.”
“Why is it so important?”
“It’s subtle, but I believe someone is trying to lower our status in the eyes of the general population. And when the population is comprised of carnivorous predators, well, let’s just say our elevated status is more than a perk. It is protection.”
No status equaled getting snacked on? This stupid parade started to sound like a calculated conspiracy against me and my party of allies.
 


Melted Earth and Frozen Truth
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Forty feet above the ground, on my swaying sciftan parade float, I tested the truth. I turned off the streaming telepathy spell, so no one heard me, and accessed my magic. 
“Vice Regent Kyprios is loyal to Menneth,” I said aloud into my helmet. 
My mouth didn’t hesitate to speak, but a cold chill tickled the skin on my arms. No buzz of a lie and no hum of truth? I hugged my arms around my waist to warm them. This happened earlier, when Temnon asked about tainted magic. 
“Let’s try someone else,” I said to myself. “The black dragon is going to eat me.” The chill didn’t return, but neither did any other alarms. “She isn’t going to eat me.” Still no alarms, only emptiness. “Regent Menneth is an oppressive dictator.” Nothing. “Regent Menneth is a fair ruler.” Still nothing. What in the blazes happene to my gift? I’d never felt nothing before.
Confused, I tried to scratch my head out of habit, but my gauntlet bounced off my face shield. Maybe the black dragon’s truth was in limbo, but Menneth’s motivations should be defined. So, why didn’t my truth work on him? I turned the telepathy spell back on. 
“Tem,” I waved a hand in front of his face to tear his attention away from the dragon crowd. “Tell me a lie.”
“What? Why?”
“Please, I need to hear a lie.”
“Um. Dragons suck.”
“No.” I grimaced. “Not an opinion. I need a lie against an uncontroversial fact.”
“But dragons . . .” Looking through my face shield, he softened. “Okay, I get it. Dragons really do suck to you.”
“Not all of them. Just the ones who want to eat me.”
“Okay, uhh . . .” Dauthaz blasted a volley of flaming lava for miles, inspiring Temnon. “Volcanoes are cold.”
No buzz of a lie. Temnon lied right to my face, and my magic didn’t recognize it. Pain knifed through my legs. No, knifed isn’t descriptive enough. It macheted through my legs, cutting deep into my nerves from hips to toes. 
What silenced the truth? Was it Third Earth’s nature magic? There were no magic rings in space—did this planet even have any? I scoured the dragon crowd for the subtle glimmers. Only the sparkling dust of regular magic hovered under wings, renewed scales, and cleaned sharp teeth. It even tinted the fiery breath of the dragons to wild, vibrant colors. Between the magic, the dragon breath, and the giant volcano exploding in the background, I almost forgot it was nighttime. My ability to see magic wasn’t hindered. Maybe my senses were overloaded.
“That has to be it,” I muttered to myself. 
When I was ten, my doctor recommended I join a local homeschooling co-op. He wanted me to interact with kids my own age, but that particular co-op was a huge mismatch. Those spoiled kids and their entitled parents took massive trips to theme parks and famous museums all around the country. After following those boisterous kids around Six Flags New England for two hours, I mentally shut down. Too much noise, too many colors, and the constant stimulation broke my brain. I couldn’t talk, walk, or even think anymore. 
Third Earth was worse. Third Earth was Six Flags dumped into a vat of radioactive growth hormones and cursed by a lizard-demon witchdoctor. Was it so surprising that a sensitive gift like discerning the truth didn’t work here? 
“Yeah,” I convinced myself. “I’m just overloaded by dragon flair. I’ll be fine.”
Except there was no dragon flair in the Jent Path, my magic answered back. 
Crap. This needed more testing.
“I’m happy to be heeer on Thuurd Ffffffff.” I couldn’t even pretend to say it. “This planet terrifies me.” Perfect. Nothing wrong with my personal truth.
“Everything okay, Agnes?” Claude asked. He was already suspicious, so muttering to myself got his attention.
A firing nerve made my thigh twitch. “How about you, Arch Mage Claude? Tell me a lie?”
He offered an arm for support. “Your legs don’t hurt.”
No buzzing. What the cuss? It was like my gift didn’t even exist. Was it broken? Was I broken? 
“Um,” I said. “I’m going to have a chat with my magic. Make sure I don’t fall. Okay?’
I knew it was a weird request. I shut out their confusion-skewed faces and dove deep inside myself until my little ocean of magic gleamed with familiar light. Unlike Dauthaz, it remained calm and still. Unlike the deceptive dragons, it glowed with truth. My magic existed to help, heal, and reveal the honest nature of life. I lay in the warm, liquid light and found peace at last.  
Well, magic, I said inside my head. This is a puzzling situation. What is going on?
You tell us. We are the same whole.
My magic couldn’t tell me something I didn’t know, but it could act as a self-reflection sounding board. 
My personal truth still works, I thought.
It does.
So, I can conduct my own polygraph test.
You can.
Then let’s get started. I’ve detected dragons’ lies before, both intentional and unintentional.
Truth, my magic hummed.
Then dragons aren’t immune to my gift. 
I tilted my head backward and slid under the surface of my magic. It felt like sinking into a warm swimming pool without the need to breathe.
Third Earth doesn’t have rings of nature magic in outer space, I noted as I sunk. That might be related.
You don’t believe that.
No. Not really.
I lifted one hand away from my side and my descent spiraled slowly. Down felt more like up as my orientation shifted directions. Light from the bottom of my magic ocean rippled like the sun shining on the glass wall of my Apex, growing brighter until I emerged and floated on the surface.
This interference must be on purpose, I deduced.
At the word interference, my magic ocean sang with tones of soothing harmonic chords. Aha! Now I was getting somewhere. 
This has to do with the secret society of dragons, I crowed triumphantly. Someone in that circle knew the real reason I came here, and they’re blocking my power so I can’t find them.
Yes. How? my magic asked.
Good question. What magical talent blocked the truth? Another truth wielder? Logically, that made sense. I was the only known Wielder of Truth, but there might be an unknown Dragon of Truth. 
I frowned, disagreeing with myself. Dragon talents were well known, just like wizard talents. Menneth would know if he had a truth dragon in his court. The only other possibility was a dragon talent that shared commonalities with truth wielding. 
Like telepathy, I said, slapping the ocean’s surface.  
I unlocked a piece of the puzzle. A small piece, but better than nothing. I left my internal world to rejoin reality and tell Temnon and Claude about the interference.
When I opened my eyes, I saw the ashy sky, and for some reason, I leaned backward. “What’s going on?” I asked.
“Look, Agnes.” Temnon held onto the railing. “We’re climbing an actual volcano!”
I grabbed the railing to lean over the balcony. The parade continued up the side of the mountain. Grimmal had shifted his paws into helcat form and slogged through a river of lava to the top of Dauthaz. Roars of impressed delight accompanied by jets of flame shot into the night sky. The flying dragons took to their wings. Others, like the regent, snaked in the air on their own magic. Lots clawed up the side of the mountain next to Grimmal.
“Why are we climbing into a volcano?”
Claude growled, a gravelly sound of disgust I’d heard him use when he was extra angry. 
“Dominath says we are headed into the core with the entire population of Third Earth.” Strong objection soured his words. “This is madness. I know the dragons are certain there isn’t a sun larva, but the disregard for our protocol is nothing short of insulting.”
“We’re going into the core now?” I squeaked. “With everybody? But we can’t. Something is blocking my truth magic. I won’t be able to warn you if a dragon is lying or not.”
The sloping sides of Dauthaz shook under another eruption. Grimmal’s feline claws dug deep into the sides of the crumbling rock and held us firmly in place. My insides were not so steady.
“What are you talking about?” Temnon shouted above the exploding mountain as Grimmal reached out a huge hand and grasped the ridge of Dauthaz. 
The three of us in the balcony were tossed into the railing. I managed to catch myself this time and avoided another case of the hiccups. Lumi scampered up Grimmal’s outstretched arm, and with a soaring leap, she landed on the rim of the volcano.
“Remember when you asked about tainted magic on First Earth,” I answered Temnon, “and I couldn’t feel the truth or the lie? It’s happening constantly here on Third Earth. Someone is interfering with my gift of truth. I think they’re using telepathy to block me.”
“Agnes,” Claude shouted. “Are you certain?”
 “I can’t be certain of anything when my gift won’t work normally.”
“That’s it.” Claude pounded a fist on the railing. “I’m canceling this mission. It’s too dangerous.” 
With a heave, Grimmal pulled himself, and us, to the top of Dauthaz. A rim wide enough to accommodate dozens of dragons surrounded the crater, and Dominath, the regent, and the higher-ranking noblesse landed. As they eagerly peered deep into the crater of the volcano, a wall of lava exploded into us. Liquid rock plastered the enchantment surrounding Grimmal and dripped down like rain on a windshield. The dragons vigorously shook off the lava, relishing the thrill, but Claude wasn’t entertained at all.
“Agnes, contact Dominath. Tell him we are going home.”
“But Dad,” Temnon protested. “What about the spies? If we leave now, Regent Menneth won’t have an excuse to bring us back again. We’ll be playing into the hands of the enemy.”
“Without Agnes, what’s the point of being here?” Claude argued. “Son, I’m—”
Temnon interrupted. “The threat is real whether she can help or not. Tell Grandpa. He’ll know what to do.”
Deep thought emphasized the lines on Claude’s brow. “Seems like our best hope now,” he agreed. “We’ll tell Dominath too. He might know what’s wrong with Agnes.”
Off to our left, Dominath’s white scales were easy to spot among the vibrant colors. He truly was unique among dragons, not only for his gift of knowledge but his coloring. 
Dominath, I called to his mind. We need to talk to you and Thayn. Can you bring him, please?
Dominath’s white head swiveled, and his beautiful, warm giraffe-like eyes blinked once. He seemed to agree with me. Good.
While Dominath contacted Thayn, I gazed into the volcano. A plunging, jagged tunnel delved into the heart of the planet. If dragons jumped into that hole for fun, it was entirely possible they went straight to the core. Between explosions, the lava bubbled and splashed in an ongoing battle of rock melting and hardening. As I stared, I saw orange, glittering magic coating the sides of the vent, working to keep it from closing in on itself. Third Earth had carefully maintained volcanos, that’s what Dominath told me once in his cavern. The dragons worked to keep them exploding, not to keep them safe. Argh. Dragons were bonkers.
Pyroclast pelted Claude’s enchantment as Dominath’s wings whipped up the air around us. Grimmal steadied himself against the shuddering rim as the dragon landed, and I saw Thayn standing on his head. The ambassador braced against the base of Dominath’s horn with one hand and rode with perfect balance. 
I envied him. The only way I could ride a dragon was securely tied to the horn. Weakness sucked.
Thayn used Dominath’s momentum to jump onto Grimmal’s shoulder. The enchantment created by Claude didn’t hold him out. He folded up his umbrella and strolled nonchalantly across the broad shoulders to hop into the balcony next to us. I backed into Temnon to make room for him.
“What’s going on, son?” he asked Claude.
Before answering, Claude’s magic swelled in a bubble from his chest, enveloping us all in a sound- and telepathy-proof barrier.
“Agnes,” directed Claude, “include Dominath and the sciftans in the conversation, if you will.”
I wiggled an open telepathic line through the barrier and nodded to Claude.
“Dad, Dominath,” Claude began, “Regent Menneth asked us here because a secret society of radical dragons is threatening to overthrow Third Earth’s governing body.”
A simple blink was Dominath’s only reaction, but concern replaced Thayn’s bravado. He crossed his arms over his chest with one hand pressed into his mouth and leaned back, his face sinking into his jowls. 
“The regent told you this? He didn’t come to me. Why?”
“He told Agnes. He is hoping her gift of truth will reveal those involved.”
“Interesting. Well, then, Agnes, have you identified the bad guys?”
“No,” I said with reticence. “Someone is blocking my ability to spot a lie.”
“I see. Then your astounding talent of truth isn’t as powerful as the rumors claim.”
I blushed in shame. And then blushed harder when Temnon didn’t stand up for me. I knew Temnon adored his grandpa, but he always stood up for me before. Boyfriend fail.
“The Odonata men must take over this investigation,” Thayn continued, jabbing me even deeper. “First things first. We continue with the search for the sun larva as scheduled.”
“I disagree, Dad,” Claude said. “I don’t like this at all. None of our protocols have been met. This whole scenario is reckless and uncontrolled. I’m canceling the mission.”
Thayn nodded dismissively. “I see your point, son, I do, but if you cancel, enemies of the regent will take full advantage. An unfulfilled contract will put the regent in a bad light politically. It might give this so-called society weight to move against him.”
“That’s what I said,” agreed Temnon. “It’s playing into the radical’s plan, right, Grandpa?”
Thayn reached over me and put a proud hand on Temnon’s head. “This one uses his brain, he does. Good boy.”
Claude wasn’t impressed. “Are you seriously suggesting we intentionally place two heirs to the throne and the only wizard on Second Earth in jeopardy in order for Regent Menneth to save face?” he asked. “Not to mention two of the highest-ranking sciftans of Fifth Earth, whom you seem to conveniently ignore.”
“What are you saying, son?” Thayn sounded genuinely hurt. “I would never. I just don’t see this situation as dangerous as you are making it out to be. You are a first-rate enchanter, and Tem here has power equal to Umnon himself. Besides, you have Dominath, the mightiest dragon born of the Tine Banri’on line, protecting you. In the end, you can go home if you feel better about being right than risking thousands of years of an unbroken alliance.”
That struck Claude, and he weighed the possibilities. “Agnes,” he asked. “I know Temnon is willing, but what about you? I’ll support whatever you decide.”
Oh, that’s nice. He put the whole decision on me. I wanted to go home, but how could I after the desperation in Menneth’s plea for help?
“I’ll go to the core as expected,” I said, “but I can’t help anymore after that.”
Thayn’s concern melted away. “Good choice, Arch Mage. Sounds like there’s courage enough in you after all.”
Something in that compliment filled me with a deep desire to prove my worth to him. I liked his praise much better than the veiled critiques.
Claude didn’t share the approval. He sighed with disappointment. “Very well, then. I’ll wait here on the surface with Dad. Neither of us are equipped to dive into a volcano.”
Thayn shot his son an offended scowl before catching himself and agreeing. “Right. My umbrella won’t hold back the power of Dauthaz.”
“Grimmal,” Temnon called to the giant, furry ear. “Put us down and shift into hyper-helcat form.”
Grimmal’s huge hand carried us all to the shuddering rim of the volcano, and he shrunk as he shifted into his winged, white-hot helcat form. In seconds, the harness and balcony created by Temnon melted and splashed to the ground. Lumi followed her father’s example and padded closer to me. She crouched, and I climbed onto her back.
“All this intrigue makes me nervous,” she said.
“Yeah,” I agreed. 
With an athletic spring, Temnon swung himself up onto Grimmal’s back and tucked his knees beneath the wing joints. 
“I’m good to go,” he called. “See you, Dad. Bye, Grandpa Thayn. Okay, Dominath, we’re ready.”
Grimmal and Lumi stalked over to the edge of the crater. A wave of heat rose, and the lava within surged like a huge balloon and burst. Lumi backed away, but Grimmal took the splashing lava full in the face. The melted rock spat and sizzled against his helcat fur. 
I will follow you, Dominath said.
“Not good enough,” Grimmal growled to Dominath. “Lumi and I will stay beneath your chest in the core. Your size alone should prevent any enemies from getting close enough to surprise us.”
As you wish.
Dominath lifted his massive head and made eye contact with Menneth. I wondered what they said to each other. Menneth’s neck and head wiggled in waves in some sort of signal, and the dragons responded, a pulsing whistle rising from their rippling necks. With roars of delight, the dragons charged to the edge of the rim and dove headlong into the throat of Dauthaz. The flying breeds tucked their wings like birds of prey and streaked down the middle of the wide opening. 
On your count, Grimmal. 
Dominath’s wings glowed silver and disappeared as his lower legs and long, slender tail morphed into broad whale flippers. I double-checked my helmet and face shield.
Above the sound of whooping dragons, the telepathy insignia amplified Grimmal. “Three, two, one, go!”
As a team, we tipped into the gaping maw of the largest volcano on Third Earth.
 
 


Heaven Under Earth
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Falling, I watched as the dragon maintenance spell worked contrary to the natural force of the hardening rock, causing the rock to slip back into the vent. A tiny piece of me wondered if counteracting nature would cause unforeseeable future disasters for this planet. After all, causing volcanoes to continuously erupt probably wasn’t good for a molten core. 
But only a tiny bit of me wondered. The rest of me screamed in terror as I plunged down the shaft.
I’d traveled to the center of a planet without a transportation spell before, but slowly descending through the ocean in a water elevator was much more pleasant than being buffeted like a leaf on random gusts of heated wind. The planets following procedure submitted a detailed report of the composition of their planet, which was meticulously confirmed by Temnon, and we entered the core by transporting in a calm, ordered manner. Falling down the throat of a volcano felt like being caught in a tornado blowing in from hades.
Grimmal tucked his wings like a falcon and sliced through the heat, but Lumi pounded her wings, trying to compensate for the wildly fluctuating air and splashing lava. A particularly harsh gust blasted us into the side of the vent. We bounced off a jagged stone, flipping uncontrollably. I gripped Lumi’s burning fur with all my strength, but centrifugal force tore it from my hands. I flew off her back into Dominath’s extended paw. The dragon included Lumi in his loosely gripped claws and plowed through the raging winds.
I covered my face shield with my gauntleted hands, and after several heart-stopping seconds, Dominath hit the semi-solid boiling lava.
Ahh. I heard. How soothing.
That wasn’t how I felt at all.
Dominath’s broad tail navigated the thick ooze more efficiently than Grimmal’s wings, even with the thinning spell, so he clutched Temnon and Grimmal in his left claw and plunged deep into the lava. I saw patches of scales, glittering with colorful magic as Dominath effortlessly passed his kindmates. I lay my head on Lumi’s neck and concentrated on my own breathing. 
“I’m sorry, Agnes.”
Poor Lumi. She wasn’t a very experienced flyer, and those winds were tricky.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I’d still rather have you protect me than anyone else.”
Her purr and Dominath’s rhythmic swimming calmed me, and I managed to control my panic. 
After a few minutes, Dominath said, We are almost at the Source of Dauthaz. 
“Already?” Temnon sent out a few jets of magic to confirm. “He’s right. We are through the crust and entering the liquid mantle. Third Earth’s crust is thin compared to other planets.”
Get ready. Dominath sounded giddy, a rare emotion for him. Annnnd, now!
A sense of expansion opened before me, and my vision instantly cleared. The magma became transparent. I pulled up my legs and scooted on my knees across Lumi’s back to peer between the giant claws. 
“Holy Hannah,” I breathed.
A tropical ocean of glimmering lava captivated me. For miles in every direction, dragons danced in graceful harmony and beauty, unrestricted by gravity. The sight touched my soul, and I finally understood why the dragons worked so hard to keep their volcanos open. This underground miracle warranted preservation. 
Between Dominath’s thick claws, I saw a young drake with yellowish-green scales twisting with serpentine agility to us. He was about as tall as a horse and had six legs paddling in the magma. A unique tint, almost glassy, shimmered against his stirring claws. The little dragon’s chest vibrated, sending a soundwave into the magma. Dominath responded with his own series of vibrations.
“Agnes,” Temnon gasped in awe. “What’s going on? We can see far beyond our illusion spell.”
I swished my gauntlet in front of my face. The same glassy tint coating the little drake’s claw glimmered around my own fingers. It shared the subtle influence of the green-tinted water back on Earth 22. 
“There’s nature magic here,” I told Temnon. “It must be illusion magic. It carries the light farther than we can normally see. That’s why this magma is so clear. It’s amazing.” 
The grunting dragons conversed for a few seconds, then the small, chartreuse dragon paddled past Dominath’s claw. He had friendly, blue eyes with a humanish, round pupil that dilated as he focused on me. One front paw waved happily, and he swam off into the orange glow.
Bandlash, Dominath said, resuming his downward course. A distant cousin of the regent. I told him nothing of our true mission, for secrecy’s sake, but he wished me to relay his regards to all of you.
I might like that little guy, if he wasn’t possibly a power-hungry traitor.
“Dominath?” I asked. “How big is this pocket of transparent magma?”
It is all-encompassing. The essence of Third Earth magma is clear and pleasant until we reach the core. Every volcano on Third Earth leads directly to this heaven under earth. 
Dominath couldn’t be right about the essence of the magma. It wasn’t clear in the volcano’s crater, and the splashing lava on the surface was solid. It didn’t become clear until the Source of Dauthaz. But if the planet was covered with volcanos, and every volcano led here. . . .
“I get it, now,” I shouted. “Third Earth’s magic ring circles the planet under the crust! No wonder I didn’t see any magic rings from space. This is a solid sphere of illusion magic.”
“Illusion magic,” Temnon breathed in understanding. “That explains why we can see so far. Atomically, this magma is as dense as any other melted rock. Incredible.” He swished a hand and the magma swirled. “How close are we to the core, Dominath?” 
Quite close. Just under six minutes.
Temnon scowled, reached a hand between Dominath’s claws, and shot his golden magic ahead of us. 
A striking, red dragon with magic flickering on his wings attempted to race Dominath. He stretched out his neck and tail and streamlined downward by Dominath’s side. One of the larger I’d seen, his wide, stroking wings kept pace for a few seconds, but Dominath increased his efforts and left his scarlet rival behind. 
This magic-imbued magma was so unique. I wondered what other qualities it might have. Claude warned us to keep the concept of nature magic a secret, but dragons bathed here daily. They might be tapping into its power already. Maybe that’s how they hid the truth from me. It wasn’t the wildest idea I’d ever had.
With one more mighty swish of his tail, Dominath propelled us into an opaque wall. The clearness of the magma vanished and the usual thick, melted rock we were accustomed to surrounded us. 
And we are here. The core of Third Earth.
The buzz of a lie surprised me so much I actually jumped off Lumi’s back.
“Hey!” I shouted happily. “That was a lie! You lied! I felt it!”
“Stay with Lumi,” growled Grimmal.
I obediently took my seat. “Okay, but I did it. I felt a lie. Whatever’s blocking me doesn’t work down here.”
I told no lie, Dominath insisted, which was another lie.
“Agnes is right,” Temnon confirmed. “You did lie, Dominath, just not intentionally. We are not in the core of your planet.”
Of course, we are. Surely you feel the difference.
“Yes, but this isn’t the core,” insisted Temnon, golden magic playing about his fingers. “The molecular structure hasn’t changed. The only difference is we can’t see any more, so I’m guessing the nature magic is gone?”
I swished the magma. No magical glimmers. “Yup. It’s gone.” 
Temnon recalled his trickle of exploratory magic, ready to share the planetary composition report the dragons neglected to submit.
“This transition zone is as large as your oceans, Agnes. Below it, the lower mantle consists of peridotite layered with sulphur. Because of the heat and lack of oxidation, the igneous rock has been hardened into crystal. It will be difficult to shift. The true core is beyond that and quite small compared to the core size of First Earth.”
You are saying our knowledge of our own planet is faulty. Stunned by the concept, Dominath’s claws lost their grip. The notion defies the reason of my very being.
“Has anyone traveled all the way through your planet?” Grimmal asked. 
Impossible. We would perish for want of air.
“What about math or science?” I suggested. “That’s how we understand our planet.”
Most dragons have little experience in such rigid schools of thought. They find math stifling.
Grimmal huffed. “Then you assumed your traditions were correct? That isn’t like you.”
Dominath growled so forcefully, the lava beat against us in waves, pushing us away. I heard and felt him through the same armor that muted a hundred sirens singing at the top of their lungs. 
I have never experienced such mortification! he howled in both dragon speech and telepathy. The Dragon of Knowledge moronically unaware of the true nature of his own planet. I have failed in my capacity. 
Dominath moaned in tragic self-condemnation, but my spirits lifted because I finally knew why he lied back at the palace. He wasn’t a traitor. He simply made a mistake.
“It’s okay, Dominath,” I said. “It’s a mistake. It’s not your fault.”
I shall live in infamy as the dragon blinded to conspicuous facts in favor of the falsehoods of lore!
Writhing in pain only he felt, Dominath’s swinging head and whipping tail became a more immediate threat than the secret society. I had to get him under control before he slapped us into oblivion. I turned to my comfortable favorite: sarcasm.
“Wow. All hail the queen of self-pity,” I scolded. “It isn’t your fault, Dominath, and I can prove it.”
How?
“Simple. My gift is working again. If I say it isn’t your fault, it isn’t. So calm down and look at this logically. You know the truth now. You can correct it.”
His writhing slowed, and he brought his warm, gentle eyes to my level. I am corrected. And humbled. To atone, I will observe the true core and record its nature with accuracy.
“Transporting without a detailed and confirmed report of the planet’s composition is suicide,” Temnon said. “If you want to record the core, we must physically travel there.” He shook his head decisively. “It’s impossible. Even if I made air for you to breathe you don’t have the enchantments keeping us alive.” 
Unless I use my gift of knowledge as it was meant to be used. Temnon, in former missions you created a vacuum pocket. Please do so again.
Temnon obliged, and the lava ballooned away from us. A stream of matter shaping magic pulled Lumi and I into the vacuum and the turmoil of the boiling lava ceased. In a twinkle of silver magic, Dominath’s long, feathery philomanths appeared at his muzzle, extended to Temnon’s armor, and glowed. Copies of the dozens of enchantments protecting Temnon raced up the philomanths and enclosed the dragon.
My hastily plagiarized versions of your enchantments are clumsy and temporary, but I believe they will protect me enough to see my planet’s composition for myself.
“If you say so,” relented Temnon. “But forget swimming. Falling is faster. Retract your philomanths, I’m going to restore gravity. Agnes, light shield. I’ll have to focus hard to shift enough rock for a dragon. I can’t guarantee a smooth ride.”
No closing my eyes this time. Asking my magic to protect us all, I held my hands in front of me. Temnon collected a huge meteor of gold and plowed it into the magma beneath us. Dominath grabbed us all lightly in his claws as he began to fall. 
We were headed into the core of a volcanic planet with no plan, faulty information, and a dragon big enough to hunt rexes for sport. 
This wasn’t going to be easy.
 


I Should Get Hazard Pay
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Magic shot from my palms into a shield of my strongest light. It took a ton of energy, so I funneled some from the surrounding heat. We plummeted toward the core, and my light magic illuminated a clear line of solid rock at the bottom of Temnon’s hole. I poured my heart, soul, and magic into my shield as a hole big enough to swallow the space shuttle opened into the lower mantel. Craggy shards of green crystal scraped the sides of my light.
“Keep going, Agnes,” Temnon yelled over the sharp cracks of breaking peridotite. “Your shield is helping me separate the rock.”
Cool! My shield merged with Temnon’s golden magic into a bulldozing drill bit of fury. Nothing got through, not even pulverized dust. Elated, a giggle of delight gurgled out of me, and a rock ricocheted off my face mask. Ouch, what if that hit Lumi instead of me? I doubled my efforts; I had a job to do. 
After ten minutes, Dominath groaned. The heat and pressure are too much.
I heard the pain in his mind. Temnon probably did, too, because he stopped shifting the rock and created another vacuum. 
Curious, I telepathically felt for his pain, and excruciating torment ripped through me. I let go before I passed out. Dominath’s pain tolerance was freaking enormous. Panting hard to control my racing heart, I extended my shield into a bullet shape that enclosed the dragon. 
“Does that help at all?” I asked, wondering if he felt me invade his mind.
It does. He sounded less stressed. I now know dragonkind cannot survive these depths.
“Use your magic to sustain your health.”
It is insulting to suggest I haven’t been. 
Oops. I chose my next words carefully. “I meant to say, if you dedicate all your magic to fighting the heat and pressure, rather than holding your tail . . .”
Ah. I see. The silver magic surrounding Dominath’s whale flippers disappeared. His lower half took on his natural shape of legs and a long tail. He then coated himself with his magic and, as a result, glittered furiously. With these adjustments, I can continue our descent.
“You don’t have to,” replied Temnon. “We can finish the mission without you.”
I believe your concern stems from your dedication to me as your tutor, but rest assured, I intend to discover the truth about Third Earth even if the process causes my own disintegration.
Temnon and I shared an “is-he-nuts?” look, but who were we to argue?
“I’ll make some oxygen for you,” Temnon offered. “It will give you energy.” 
Gold magic glittered on the edge of the vacuum-filled space as Temnon shifted the molecular structure of the sulfur into oxygen. Lumi and Grimmal burned like striking matches in the presence of pure gas.
“It’s ready.”
Dominath expelled the carbon dioxide built up in his lungs and inhaled the fresh oxygen. I am much revived. Thank you. Now let us continue our journey.
“Stubborn as usual,” griped Grimmal. 
Lumi nodded her flaming head in agreement.
“It’s your decision,” Temnon muttered under his breath.  “Agnes, don’t let up on the light shield.”
Once again, Temnon dissipated the vacuum, and we fell for a few more minutes. Beyond my light shield, veins of magma broke up the rock, a sign that the core was close. 
“Slow down and stop at the edge of the core,” I told Temnon. 
I wish to see the heart of the planet, grunted Dominath.
“You don’t understand,” I said. “If the noblesse were wrong about the planet’s composition, they may be wrong about a sun larva, too. If there is a baby in your core, a dragon your size will wake it instantly.”
“Good thinking, Agnes,” Temnon said. He stopped drilling the mantel and hardened the flowing veins into a protective cavern. “See if you can telepathically connect to a sun larva from here without letting go of your shield. I know it will be hard, but Dominath can’t go any further without better magical protection.” His lighted face mask illuminated his ironic scowl. “Which we would have known had the noblesse followed our usual procedures.”
My regrets was all Dominath managed. 
“I’ll try,” I answered Temnon. “I don’t know if I’m close enough.”
Allow me to follow your telepathic efforts, Arch Mage. I will witness.
“That’s fine,” I agreed. 
I closed my eyes and connected with my magic. My incandescent ocean seemed dimmer and smaller than before. Most likely because I just poured a few truckloads of it into the protective shield.
Hello, I said. How are you holding up?”
Well enough. We search for another sun larva.
Yes, but the situation is different this time.
Adaptability is an admirable skill, my magic noted.
Then we will adapt together. Let’s find a vast, ancient intelligence.
I put a hand in the ocean, and with my other hand, I sent a stream of magic flowing into the core. It curved and snapped to Dominath, burrowing into his mind. A storm of pain and determined endurance electrocuted me. I backtracked and steered my magic back into the core several times, but it fought me. Exasperated, I spoke to it again.
We are not looking for Dominath.
You are seeking a vast intelligence, my magic pointed out. You have found one.
Oh. Right. 
Truth magic was so literal sometimes. I adjusted my parameters to exclude dragons and any living being that wasn’t a sun larva. My magic obediently followed the path into the core, but the further it traveled, the weaker it grew. From the heart of the inner core, I’d always connected to sun larvae quickly. Here, on the outer edge, I struggled to find any sleeping mind. Maybe the regent guessed right all along and there wasn’t a sun larva here. I tested my truth.
“There is a sun larva in this planet,” I whispered into my helmet.
My magic hummed. Ah ha! Now we were getting somewhere.
“I can connect to its mind from here.” More truth. “I need to seek to the rahhht.” Nope. “The left.” 
I pushed my magic more to the left, and after feeling around a bit, I found it at last. A consciousness of surprising maturity. Third Earth’s underground nature magic poured through its center as a solid sheet rather than a circulating ring, like on other planets. This larva was older than the others I’d connected to. I dove into the mind to search for any sickness or signs of awakening.
An image of swirling darkness engulfed me. I sailed into it, lost, until a light burning in the distance anchored my disembodied conscience. In its center I saw a giant eye, burning with intense power and focused on a pool of glittering magic. The magic shone with luminescent purity, without a hint of tainted darkness. The eye’s iris expanded and contracted with awareness. 
Is it awake? I thought. 
It seemed more aware than the other sleeping babies, but not awake like the sun larva in Second Earth. It gathered a curious spell in its semi-sleeping mind. 
Interesting, I remarked to my magic. What is this spell?
Excellent question.
It looks like telepathy, but not the same as we use. I’ll think on this some more. For now, we’d better teleport out of here. Dominath is suffering.
Truth.
Retreating from the vast mind and returning to reality, I opened my eyes. Temnon’s golden magic blinked beautifully on the surface of the condensed stone enclosure. 
“Done, Tem,” I said. “Let’s transport out of here.”
“That was quick,” he responded. “Didn’t find one?”
“Oh, I found one. It’s healthy. It’s building a spell of some sort.”
“Really? What kind of spell?”
“Later. Let’s get Dominath out of here.”
“Good idea. Dominath?” Temnon called out to the dragon. “You know where to go. Cast a tracing spell on all of us, and let’s go.”
Silver magic glittered, followed by a flash of blue liquid light and a rush of vertigo. It was way scarier than transporting myself. Like jumping into a hole without seeing the bottom. Dominath transported us out of the core, but to where?
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My vision cleared to a great stone carving of a snarling dragon’s head poking out from a gently sloping wall. Flowing serenely down the slope, a river of lava funneled into the dragon’s v-shaped horns and poured out of its open mouth. It was massive; three of me could fit in a nostril. 
A hand waved in front of my face, distracting me from the monumental statue. Temnon had removed his helmet, and he tapped my face shield. Reluctantly, I stepped off the safety platform to get away from Lumi. Without my helmet, she’d give me a sunburn. 
“The Hall of Ri Dauch,” Temnon said, pleased to share it with me. “Impressive, isn’t it?”
More like intimidating. My team stood at ground level, and the horseshoe-shaped cavern soared miles above us. Levels, stacked like stadium bleachers, curved in wings on each side, but these bleachers were dragon-sized and separated into private boxes. Each box housed a member of the noblesse, and there were hundreds, with still more teleporting in amid flashes of blue light. At least they weren’t close.
“This place is bigger than Melrose,” I said. “Are we next to Dauthaz?”
“How did you know?” 
I pointed to the dragon head. “The spewing lava gave it away.”
He grinned, seeing through my bluff. “There are a lot of volcanoes here.”
“Dauthaz is the only one I remember.” 
He led me to an opal inlay of a compass located in the center of the ground level. The top of the compass, labeled “North,” pointed to the crown of the horseshoe and the dragon carving. 
Temnon turned to the boxes full of dragons to our right. “East wing.” He turned to the left. “West wing. The members of the noblesse are seated according to their status. Those with higher status are seated closest to the regent.”
Status and size, I noticed. The bigger dragons were on the lower levels. Or maybe, it just seemed that way because the upper levels were so far away.
“Witness annexes and rest quarters are behind us, to the south, and at the northern crown,” he said like a game show host revealing the grand prize, “are the royal boxes. Regent Menneth claims the center box.”
Thirty feet above the floor level, and directly in front of me, three spacious boxes lined up, separate from the wings, and with no layers stacked above. The lava spewing from the carved head disappeared behind the boxes and down a drain or something. Vice Regent Kyprios, the copper dragon, stood with official authority in the box bordering the West Wing. The box by the East Wing remained empty.
“So, the boxes by the regent are for the second and third in command?” I asked.
“Same rank, different responsibilities,” Temnon said. “The vice regent is in charge of upholding the law, and the magnus dux covers the welfare of the citizens.”
“Magnus Dux? That’s Dominath, right?” 
The middle box was wider than the others, and a flash of blue light glittered on opal inlays shaped like a blowing breeze. Menneth’s serpentine drake’s body filled the box. A crown adorned his horns, fit to the slope of his eye ridges, embedded with diamonds and emeralds as round as basketballs. Unlike the other boxes, a low wall kept a huge pile of gold coins from spilling onto the ground level. Menneth coiled on the gold and surveyed the arena. He had round, amber eyes, with the traditional reptilian vertical slit for a pupil, which widened as he spotted our tiny forms at Dominath’s feet.
Welcome, guests, to the Hall of Ri Dauch, he announced.
Flames of various colors blasted into the ceiling. Huge, metal, chandelier-shaped sconces hung on thick chains caught the flames. The minerals ignited, burning a deep yellow and filling the cavern with light. Illuminated brightly, the dragons in their boxes glittered even more than usual. Grimmal’s and Lumi’s tense muscles relaxed at the burning light, and they shifted back into their stone statue forms. I didn’t know why they relaxed; being in a room packed with dragons frightened me more than the core.
“Sodium chloride,” Temnon said, pointing to the sconces. “It burns with a yellow flame. It’s the dragon symbol of welcome. If the sconces ever burn with a blue flame, you’d best take a Jent Path home.”
“Good to know,” I replied, missing the protection of my helmet.
“Try not to shake so much,” he teased. “You’re safe now.”
Humph. I’d stop shaking when I felt safe.
“Temnon! Agnes!”
Claude emerged from a person-sized door in the southwest corner—Temnon said there were waiting rooms back there—and hurried past his father to us. Thayn leaned back as he strolled, relaxed under his umbrella. 
“Agnes,” Claude said, concern sinking the corners of his mouth, “you were brave to agree to this charade of a mission.” 
Happy to see him, I pulled off my gauntlets to take his outstretched hands. 
“Once my enchantments are perfected,” he continued, “I promise you won’t ever have to do this again.”
Only a part of me felt comforted. If I hadn’t come, I’d have missed the magma sky of the underground magic rings and the gracefully swimming dragons. The Source of Dauthaz—that was a sight I’d always cherish. I supposed there were good and bad parts to every mission.
Suddenly, the floor shook as Dominath stomped a foreleg in disgust and anger. He clenched his claws and carved the stone tile into pizza slices.
Lies! His roar and telepathic accusation rang through the open space as well as my mind. Lies and deceit.
Thayn froze, his face a mask of shock, and he wasn’t the only one. Many dragons halted in their boxes, stunned by the outburst.
The regent stood in his box. The musical jingle of delicate chains followed. Links of gold and diamonds attached to the crown draped to an ornate harness fit about his coils. As Menneth stood, the yellow light from the sconces caught the facets of the gems and sparkled. That’s why the dragons glittered so much. They wore jewelry here in the court, where splashing volcanos couldn’t melt it.
A claim so egregious requires an explanation and presentation of proof, the regent said cautiously, the dangling baubles clinking against his horns.
I shall present both to the noblesse, Dominath replied. For all of dragon history we have labored under a falsehood, and worse, we have spread this falsehood across the universe. It took the bravery and innocence of human children to bring the shadow of lies to light.
Thayn’s brow erupted in sweat. A normal reaction to a stressful situation, but the sweat seemed to surprise him. I didn’t blame him for being nervous. As ambassador to Third Earth, part of his duty was to keep the peace, and there was nothing peaceful about Dominath’s blatant accusation.
“Um,” I whispered to Temnon, “is Dominath talking about the secret society?” 
“I was going to ask you,” he answered. 
I accessed my gift, but once again, something blocked the truth. Off to my left, several rows up the west wing, I noticed the curving black horns of that girl dragon. None of the other dragons glared at me with such hate; she had to be the one blocking me. 
With determined steps, Dominath approached the big opal compass. Allow me to share with the court my experience in the core with Prince Temnon and the Arch Mage of Second Earth, Agnes Ann Cavanaugh.
Oh. He was still mad about not understanding the composition of his own planet.
Permission granted. The regent reclined again on his mound of coins.
Dominath expanded his ribcage as he inhaled a deep breath. Reddish fire elemental magic flashed around his muzzle, and Thayn shook off his surprise enough to grab me by the arm. 
“Back away,” he yelled, and he yanked me behind Dominath’s rear legs. 
Temnon and Claude dashed after, while Grimmal and Lumi stood protectively over us.
A cloud of fire erupted from Dominath’s muzzle, but it collected in front of him, burning in a ball of heat. Red-hued magic glittered, and the fire formed into a picture. It was us, diving into the volcano. 
Dominath combined his knowledge magic with fire elemental magic to turn the energy of the fire into an image. It didn’t have the detail or color of Arch Mage Adrina’s sand movies, but it was visually dramatic. Maybe that’s why he didn’t just show them the telepathic pictures I expected. He played through our whole mission, second by second, as we descended into Third Earth’s magic rings. The dragons watched patiently until the clearness of the transition zone inside the planet’s liquid mantle changed into the pulsing, opaque magma.
The core, the regent stated as if it were fact.
I knew it wasn’t fact, but no alarms went off. That dang black dragon and her creepy, hollow eyes.
No, Dominath countered. Merely the absence of clarity. This opaque, molten rock is the true essence of magma. And this is where the lies begin.
Continuing his replay of our journey, the dragons gasped as the hardened layer of peridotite and sulfur appeared. As we plowed into the rock, a few dragons snorted in awe, but many more darkened in disbelief. At the edge of the core, Dominath stopped his fire images. 
From here I would ask the Wielder of Truth to share her gift with us, as a second witness.
Thayn tensed, as did many of the dragons. All waited for the regent to give permission or denial. Personally, I rooted for the denial. I did not want to connect with all those immortal minds after being drained by the mission.
Permission granted, the regent decreed, with one caveat. To protect our guest, she must share her knowledge through you, Dominath.
Whew. If Dominath acted as a buffer, I’d be fine with that.
I protest! Vice Regent Kyprios roared, the telepathic translation graveled by anger. Choose three to hear her testimony and lessen the chance of intentional distortion.
You doubt my honesty, roared Dominath.
These are doubting times, pointed out the vice regent.
Three minds, Menneth agreed. Ambassador Thayn. You are trusted by our noblesse and bound to protect your kind; you choose the three vessels to hear and relay her images to the rest of the court.
Thayn breathed deep and projected firmly, “As you desire.” 
His volume triggered an enchantment that carried his voice to the highest boxes. That was cool. My quiet talk with Temnon stayed private, but even the farthest dragons heard the public addresses. 
Thayn continued, “In addition to Dominath, son of the Tine Banri’on bloodline, I choose Iloress, daughter of the Foras na Gaeilge bloodline.”
Drat it all. The black dragon with the curly horns dipped her jewel-encrusted headdress and glided from her box to land heavily a few yards away from me. Thayn’s umbrella leapt as the air she generated caught up in it. Thayn gripped the handle tightly to keep it from being blown away. Lumi’s sensitive nose twitched. She hunched low over me and hissed a twisted snarl at the dragon. Iloress ignored her.
“That smell again. Like oil,” Lumi mewed to me. 
“Oil? From the sconces?”
“I don’t think so. Never mind. The smell of your fear is more worrisome.”
Iloress didn’t even spare me a glance. She arched her neck so the light from the sconces reflected off the elaborate row of jeweled collars artistically placed between the sleek spines of her vertebrae. Many dragons ogled her rather than paying attention to Thayn’s final choice.
“For the third, I choose Vice Regent Kyprios, who is sworn to neutrality among the bloodlines.”
Swooping on wide wings, the big copper dragon leaped out of his box and landed near us with a shuddering thud on the stone floor. The tip of his tail, a huge chunk of bone shaped like a spade, slapped the ground in front of Grimmal, spraying him with rock dust. Kyprios’s eyes, warm and deep, contrasted with his frightening spiked head and cheek bones.
“Three minds.” Thayn flicked his wrist at me, commanding me out into the open. “Go on then, girl. Do your job.”
Panic seized me. I had to open my mind to that sinister black dragon? No way!
“Girl?” An edgy grind erupted from Claude’s teeth as he quietly repeated the insult. “Enough of this mockery.” 
He straightened his back and pasted a fierce, arch mage glower in his eyes. He stomped past his father, knocking his shoulder into Thayn’s, and approached the regent’s box. His magic swirled, causing the sconces to swing wildly in circles. The dragons five rows up closed their eyes against the stinging dust whipped into the power of his magic. His indignant anger echoed against the stone boxes and carried to the metal sconces above.
“Have the noblesse of Third Earth forgotten the demon invasion prevented by the Angel of the Jent Paths? Even the mighty dragons would have suffered terrible losses had Agnes not defeated the illusionist witch, Violet Lorina.”
The regent rose from his perch and shook his scales. Plates of bone along his spine flared upright in a display of aggression. We are aware of her deeds, Arch Mage.
“Then why will no one consider her desires? Have any asked if the unplanned and risky trip to the core has worn her down? Have any considered her welfare since she arrived here? My father seems to have forgotten that he represents the Odonata family and our friends first and foremost. I am Claude Odonata, Arch Mage of First Earth and second heir to the throne of the high king. Since my father has lost his talent for diplomacy, I shall stand for Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, and I demand she be shown the respect she has earned.”
A rumble of deep discussion rippled through the court. They seemed divided. Some nodded in agreement, and others snorted smoke through their flaring nostrils. The black dragoness briefly cast an inquisitive glance at Thayn, who simmered like a dark storm, and then locked those empty, yellow eyes on me. Even for a dragon, she revealed very little of what went on in her mind. 
Temnon’s gaze ricocheted between his father and grandfather. He appeared to be as confused as me. Claude remained before the regent, unyielding in his body language. He’d patiently endured the lack of respect all day. I was grateful he stood up for me. But Thayn? His anger boiled—for about two seconds. Then it all fizzled away, and he joined Claude in front of the regent.
“My son speaks rightly, mighty Regent,” he said. “I have spent so many years living as a dragon I have forgotten basic human manners.” He turned to me. “Will you allow me to represent you once again, Arch Mage?”
Claude spoke before I answered. “She has me, Prince Temnon, the sciftan hero, Grimmal, and an heir to the throne of Fifth Earth, Pharess Lumi, whom for some incomprehensible reason, Ambassador Thayn continues to ignore.”
Grimmal punctuated Claude’s statement by batting the vice regent’s tail spade out of his way. It clattered across the floor, and Kyprios bristled. For several tense seconds, they stared at each other, then Kyprios diffused Grimmal’s fierce snarl with a polite dip of his head, and he pulled his tail out of the way. In return, Grimmal retracted his claws, and sat his rear legs down, his own tail curled calmly around his feet.
Claude, having reestablished his status, let his magic die as he came back to me. “Agnes,” he said softly, “you can stand up to them. Secret society aside, your needs and wants matter. If you want to go home, simply say so.”
I appreciated it. I really did. And while my initial reaction was to slap my thigh and call for home, I accidentally made eye contact with the regent. Something sad, almost pleading, filled those huge, reptile eyes. My magic warmed in response. 
Aw, nuts. Now what should I do? Dang Dominath and his stupid request. Why didn’t he just show everyone? I knew at least one of the dragon spies used telepathy to hide the truth from me. Dragons were telepathic masters; an enemy might screw with my head if I gave them an opening. 
Fine. I was tired of being the victim. If I had to connect to that black dragon, I’d do it on my terms. Dominath downloaded tons of facts and details all balled up into seconds of connection. If I copied the download method and tossed the information into their brains, I’d limit my risk. 
It was worth a try. I gathered the images of the sun larva inside Third Earth and condensed them into a telepathic explosion. In a sassy, defiant, and very impulsive moment of revenge for being used over and over again, I adjusted my spell, adding a split second of the pain Dominath endured. With a flash of my magic, I hurled it to every mind in the room—except the three Thayn assigned to me. 
It was all over in moments. 
Like popcorn, the dragons in the bleachers jumped in surprise and pain. After the initial shock, they postured, aggressively extending wings and boney plates, ready to fight. As the images of the sun larva played in their minds, they understood that the pain belonged to Dominath. Most of the dragons’ angry displays faded into appreciation. 
Not all of them, however. I noticed a rusty-colored wyvern on the bottom level of the stadium who stuck out her forked tongue at me, vibrating it like a rattlesnake tail. Yeah, she didn’t like me at all. A few others also flared with animosity toward me. 
Likely candidates for the secret society, I thought to myself. I took note of their coloring and position and sent my impressions directly to the regent. Still processing the images of the sun larva, his head whipped to me at the additional images. I nodded politely. He settled back into his box; his astonishment clearly expressed in his lion-faced features. He glanced in the direction of the rusty wyvern.
“What happened!” Thayn shouted out loud. 
Oh, yeah. Thayn. Hmm. I guess I forgot about him, too. That will teach him to ignore my Lumi.
Arch Mage Agnes has testified as requested, Dominath answered. 
Watching the black dragon twitch in confusion filled me with delicious satisfaction for a good ten seconds. Then her hatred permeated the still air and slammed into me. I collected some magic, just in case she decided to roast me with her fire breath. Instead, she stomped a petulant foot and stormed out the rear exit like a baby, her tail slamming into everything it reached. Not exactly the actions of a calculating spy, maybe she wasn’t the one blocking me. Maybe she was just jealous of the attention I got. Great. I slighted a dragon mean girl.
This young one gave mental testimony to the entire court? While specifically leaving out the intended recipients? Kyprios didn’t sound offended but impressed.
She does have jurisdiction over all the magic of Second Earth, Dominath reminded him. 
Still, for one so young to have such command of her power . . . Kyprios’s inner musings trailed off.
While I understand your statement, Arch Mage Agnes, the regent said, please share your testimony with my vice regent and Ambassador Thayn. Let’s not harm our hard-fought alliances. As Iloress chose to leave, I’ll ask one of her kin to catch her up later.
That was a reasonable request. I sent the same spell to Kyprios and Thayn. As expected, they jumped, poised for attack, and then settled into acceptance.
“Agnes,” Thayn breathed, “what is the spell the sun larva is gathering? Will it threaten Third Earth?”
He had a good grasp of magic for a non-wizard.
“Not for a really long time,” I responded with confidence. “Sun larvae think in millennia rather than minutes.”
“But is the spell a threat to this world?”
I tried to answer him normally, but pure, eternal truth poured out of me instead. It happened when the truth was too important for me to muck it up. My voice rang with power as it radiated though the cavern.
“Solar phoenixes exist to give life, not take it. The spell’s intent is to encourage the inhabitants of a planet to find a younger home before the planet can no longer sustain life. Third Earth’s final stage of existence approaches.”
“That can’t be,” Thayn muttered to himself. “Third Earth is strong.”
“Agnes can only speak the truth, Grandpa,” Temnon said. “Look, her scars are glowing. That means she is using her magic to speak with the authority of the Wielder of Truth.”
It was a lot for the dragons to take in. I mean, no one wants to know their planet is about to die.
“It’s still thousands of years in the future,” I tried to console them.
Not so far away for immortal beings, Dominath reminded me.
The regent jumped from his box and magic surrounded his claws as he floated to the ground level. He looked just like that little guy, Bandlash, as he paddled in the magma. 
Arch Mage Agnes, he said, you have revealed more to us than we can absorb in such a short time. We will need to discuss this information at length. We hold you in the highest respect for opening our minds to the truth.
“Thanks, uh, sorry,” I responded.
There is a room and food prepared for you. I will talk with you again, but for now, I must hear the concerns of the noblesse, and I’m sure they will not be few.
“Should we stay here?” I asked my team. “Or head home?”
“Dragon food is mostly meat,” Temnon said, “but I’m starving.”
Claude’s scowl relaxed. “Me too. And you seem to have earned enough respect to be out of immediate danger.”
“I thought you’d be mad,” I said.
“Oh, I am,” he admitted. “That was a risky move.” Claude turned to his father, who seemed too distracted to listen. “Dad?”
“Hmm?” Thayn’s umbrella leaned against his shoulder. “Oh, yes, she can stay. And I disagree. Forget about Iloress. She’s an entitled snob. Very well done, Arch Mage. Very well done, indeed.”
Thayn’s hand on my shoulder felt warm and encouraging this time, and I suddenly wanted his approval more than anything.
He told Claude how to get to our rooms and stayed behind to participate in the noblesse discussion of Third Earth’s future. 
We followed Claude out of the arena and into a long, wide hall.
“Wow, Agnes,” Temnon said. “Grandpa was so impressed. And Kyprios too. Who knew being impertinent paid off?”
“I know, right? I guess Kyprios considered it a great deed or something. Maybe I should take charge of myself more often. I can’t expect you and your dad to fight all my battles.”
The light from the brightly burning sconces faded as we proceeded down the hall, and the pillars supporting the arched roof above us cast shadows along the floor. An opening behind a pillar invited Lumi down a branching hall, and she turned toward it.
“Second hall on the left, Lumi,” Claude reminded her.
She veered back to us as we continued.
“Announcing bad news to a whole planet is a dicey matter,” mused Grimmal. “I hope it doesn’t cause more animosity toward Agnes.”
“But it’s not my fault,” I protested. “The sun larva is just following the natural order of things.”
“Doesn’t mean the dragons won’t resent losing their planet,” Grimmal pointed out.
“They need time to process it all,” Claude said. “They’ll come to grips eventually. After all, they have thrived on a number of planets.”
The second hall on the left opened, and we angled our path to enter it.
“Yes,” agreed Temnon. “Dragons are smart. Knowing their future is an advantage, and they’ll have Agnes to thank for it. She’ll be a hero.”
Suddenly, a large shape burst from the shadows of the darkened hallway. A huge jaw of ivory teeth expanded and snapped around my shoulders and knees. It lifted me up and tossed me in the air. Spinning upside down, my head pointed into a wet, slimy tunnel. 
Helmet! 
I didn’t know if my magic shouted to me, or my own brain, but as I plummeted into the tunnel, I clawed my helmet and face shield over my head. The teeth clamped closed, blocking out any light, and I bounced on a springy surface. Fumbling in the dark, I shoved my hands into my gauntlets, my fingers sliding into all the wrong holes. A pliable muscle pushed me down the tunnel, and with a splash, I landed in a hole filled with liquid. 
I blinked in surprise as the truth of what just happened seeped into my stunned brain.
“Holy sheesh!” I screamed into my face shield. “Holy sheesh, I’ve been swallowed by a dragon!”
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It was impossible to get my bearings, even with my own light illuminating the inside of the stomach. Whoever ate me moved and struggled violently. I sunk down into liquid as my predator jumped, or flew, upward. I tumbled, half swimming, in the liquid. The acid enchantment on my armor went into overdrive. Created to expel splatters of acid breath, the digestive juices of whichever stupid dragon ate me taxed the spell beyond its abilities. The golden glittering magic of the Odonata family dimmed with every second inside this pit of death. My armor, designed to be impenetrable, smoked in places where the spell weakened, forming black bubbles in the acid. Pain—shooting, shocking pain—raced up my legs and stole my breath. 
Well, crap, if I was going to die, I was taking this pompous gecko with me. I filled my head with all the pain I ever felt, added on the pain of Dominath in the core, then forced it into the mind of whoever carried me around in their stomach. 
Acid splashed, and I boomeranged around inside the stomach as the dragon crashed into the ground.
“Don’t like that, do you, lizard nugget!” I yelled with vengeful pleasure.
Not finished yet, I gathered a brightly visible light shield around me. It shone with my desperate will to survive and nearly blinded me with power. I pushed it outward until it filled the stomach. Fueled by my fear, the light grew, stretching the stomach lining. A groan of pain made the stomach acid ripple with vibrations.
I felt a horrible, flesh-eating, burning sensation at my wrists. In my desperation to shove my hands into my gauntlets, I hadn’t gotten them on exactly right, and stomach acid oozed between the poorly connected seams. More smoke-filled bubbles rose as my armor weakened. I needed help. I pleaded with my magic to send my cry to anyone who could hear.
Help me! Please! I’m going to die!
My captor stopped moving; not that it mattered, the droplets of stomach acid still ate away at my wrists. I shook my hands, but I had no hope of brushing away the stinging, biting pain.
A wave of stomach liquid washed me out of a gaping hole. Huge shadows surrounded me, and orange flame engulfed me. Choked in panic, I tried to run, but some power held me still. My helmet and face shield pulled back, exposing my scarred face to the danger. I fought, slapping and kicking as hard as I could.
“Agnes,” I heard Temnon bark, “hold still.”
His blond head knelt by me as he tugged at my Aether pouch.
“My hands!” I wailed, still feeling the bite of the acid.
My gauntlets were pulled away and someone cursed. Then the yelling started, some in my ears, and some in my head. My pain distorted the words, but the fury was clear.
“Got it,” Temnon said in relief, and he slammed something on my head. 
Wonderful, comforting, healing power flowed down my bones, abating the pain in my wrists. Soon, the neuropathy in my legs calmed, and my head cleared.
Temnon found the healing circlet Lord Chevlin prepared for me and put in on my head. The boiling, acid-burned wounds on my wrists filled in with rose-gold magic and new, healthy skin. Thank goodness. The strap holding the watch that Kymm gave me held on by only a few fibers. That could have been my hand.
“I can’t believe you’re alive. I thought I lost you.” Red streaks of a fresh bruise colored the skin beneath Temnon’s eye.
“Oh, no,” I gasped. “Did I hit you?”
I tried to put the circlet on his head, but he grabbed me and held me, rocking gently as the yelling continued.
“Who ate me?”
“Iloress.” Temnon barely choked out an explanation. “It happened to fast I didn’t have time to react. And then you were inside her. I couldn’t manipulate her living tissue, and she flew away. If she hadn’t crashed to the ground, I don’t think Grimmal and Lumi would have caught her in time. When we saw light shooting out of her mouth, we knew you were still alive.”
Behind Temnon, Iloress lay lifeless on her side. A gash, long and deep, split a hole in her belly. 
“The fire?” I asked.
“Dominath,” explained Temnon. “He heard your telepathic cry for help and transported here. He burned off the excess acid to protect us all.”
“Where’s Lumi?”
A small, gray-and-white kitten limped over and crawled under Temnon to sit in my lap. The smell of burning fur wafted up to my nostrils. Both of Lumi’s back paws smoked with acid damage. I reached around Temnon’s embracing arms to drape the circlet on Lumi’s tiny neck. The smoking stopped, and Lumi licked her paws gratefully.
“Did you claw me out of the dragon, Lumi?”
She kept licking. I scratched softly behinds her ears. 
“Grimmal pinned the dragon down,” Temnon said into my neck. “Lumi couldn’t penetrate the hide at first, but then she somehow shifted her claws into solid diamond.”
“You saved my life, Lumi,” I whispered. “Thank you.”
Thayn knelt by us. “Things are bad, my dears,” he said. “Iloress is—was—a beloved figure. Half the noblesse cry murder, the other half claim self-defense.”
“Murder?” Temnon’s tone rose in surprise. “She ate Agnes! How is that not self-defense?”
“They say Agnes antagonized Iloress by excluding her,” Thayn explained, “and eating Agnes was a rational reaction to being slighted in public.”
“That’s ridiculous!” Temnon shouted. 
“They aren’t people, Tem,” Thayn said, exasperated. “They’re dragons. You can’t expect them to behave like anything other than dragons.” Sagging under the weight of the situation, Thayn patted Temnon and stood. “I’ll do my best to moderate.”
“I’m going to be arrested,” Lumi mewed.
“No,” I said. “Claude will never let that happen,” 
“It’s dragon law,” she insisted. “I knew it as soon as I grabbed her. She laughed at me. She looked me in the eyes and laughed.”
Shock nearly choked my response. “Who did? Iloress? What does that mean?”
For all her courage, Lumi was still just a kitten. I lifted her up and tucked her under my chin. She shook with fear.
“Iloress ate you on purpose, Agnes.” Her tiny paws hugged my finger. “And now I’m going to be arrested.”
“We should have gone home when we had the chance,” I cried into Temnon’s shoulder. 
He stroked my back, and Lumi licked my healed skin.
“None of this is your fault, Agnes,” she comforted.
I couldn’t tell if that was truth. 
Pharess Lumi, sciftan of Fifth Earth, Vice Regent Kyprios said as he approached us, his huge claws shaking the floor with every foot fall. You are charged with the murder of the dragoness, Iloress. Her body lies in evidence. You will be stripped of all Aether Stones and imprisoned in the strongest dungeon.
No, Kyprios! Dominath interjected. You cannot condemn this innocent soul to the Nia Nega Abyss.
Kyprios shook his spines at Dominath, and they clattered with an angry, hollow din. Upholding the law is irrefutably my responsibility, Magnus Dux. Your will cannot supersede my judgement.
The Nia Nega Abyss? The magical purgatory where the worst offenders to life were sent? Anger boiled at the unfairness of it all. I’d fill every mind on Third Earth with agonizing pain before I’d let that happen. Stupid dragons, I’d show them! 
Before I formed a spell, I heard a soft warning.
Don’t. They want to arrest you.
Regent Menneth stayed engrossed in Arch Mage Claude’s booming protests and didn’t acknowledge me, but I knew his telepathy by now. So, Lumi was right. This whole mission was staged to lure us into a trap. The unsubstantiated application, the order of the parade, the meeting in the courtroom, Iloress eating me—someone actively conspired to trap me within Third Earth’s legal system. 
Well, they could suck it. I had no intention of giving them anything else to use against me.
“Be brave, Lumi.” I kissed her tiny head. And then I set her down and stepped away.
She nodded and went to follow Kyprios. 
Grimmal’s stone neck ground as he turned to me. “Agnes?” he said, hurt and betrayal choking his words. 
It tore my heart. Stay still, I whispered to his mind. They want to . . .
He roared in anger at the vice regent and charged him, his stone skin shifting into black fur.
Restrain him! ordered Kyprios. 
Four dragons slammed him to the ground, their magic binding his paws in unbreakable magical shackles. He hissed, exposing angry fangs, but more streams of magic clamped his mouth shut. Grimmal halted between forms; his sciftan abilities bound by the dragon magic. Half stone statue and half panther giant, he squirmed helplessly underneath the weight of the four dragons holding him down.
“Grimmal,” Temnon whispered, his golden magic pooling into his hands.
Thayn laid a hand on his shoulder and shook his head solemnly. The magic died.
A blast of heat scorched the air as Dominath yelled, This is outrageous, Kyprios! He defends his daughter. And she, her friend.
An obvious attack and blatant disregard for our law! Kyprios’s spikes rattled in aggressive fury, his flaming spittle showering the ground. I am sworn to uphold the law against offenders, be they enemies or allies. Grimmal, sciftan of Fifth Earth, you will be stripped of all Aether Stones and taken prisoner for threatening the vice regent. These eyes stand in evidence. 
“There will be a trial, of course!” shouted Thayn, his voice cutting through the roars.
As is our custom. Kyprios turned, his tail barely missing me. Now if you excuse me, Ambassador, I must inform the Foras na Gaeilge family that their cherished daughter has been murdered.
Dragging my friends down the hall, the noblesse retreated. I didn’t know which was sadder, Lumi’s dejected acceptance of her fate or Grimmal’s tooth-and-nail fight for freedom. 
“No,” I whispered as they were hauled away.
I shall continue to plead for reason, Dominath told us. He followed his fellow dragons back to the courtroom.
“This is a mess.” Thayn rubbed his face with a weathered hand. “Claude, son, we need to get Odric and the full influence of First Earth behind this. Take a Jent Path and get our best lawyers. Notify Phar Sekmet, as well, and coordinate with her. Two governments are better than one. I’ll get legal clearance for all of them. Dragons allow defense teams into court when foreigners are on trial.”
Claude nodded in agreement. “I’ll leave at once.”
“Temnon,” Thayn said, “I’ll need an extra pair of hands. Stay on with me, if you will.”
“Anything for Grimmal,” Temnon said.
“What can I do?” I asked, eager to help.
“You’ve done enough,” Thayn said. “You’d best go to your room and wait to be interviewed.”
“What? No,” I insisted. “I want to help.”
“How?” Thayn sounded tired. “You told me yourself the truth is hidden from you.”
“I’m still good at telepathy. I can read minds for you.”
“Stealing thoughts is wrong, Agnes. Dragons know when you enter their minds. You will be arrested and executed on the spot.”
“Then . . . I’ll testify. I’ll tell them I didn’t mean to offennnd Eyeluurreshh.”
What the cuss? I lied? My hands tried to stuff the lie back into my mouth, while my brain wrapped around my stumbling words. What did it mean? That I did intend to tick off Iloress? No way! I’d never intentionally tick off a dragon.  
“What did you say?” Temnon spoke slowly, as if trying to unhear what I just said.
“I was just trying to pprooohteeeckt mahh ssssslf.”
Temnon’s feet stepped away from me. “Why are you lying to me?” He placed a stunned hand on his chest. “Me, Agnes. How could you?”
“It’s all a mmmmm . . .” My mouth and tongue fought me, warping into unwanted shapes. “Noohhgh, a mmmoosstayk.”
Disappointment radiated from three generations. Even Claude, who had so fiercely defended for me, broke off eye contact. Thayn was the worst. Every pitying, judgmental, degrading glance I’d ever received combined into his piercing glare of pure blame.
“Fine way to repay the kindness of my family.” His words were cold. “Just stay out of the way, and keep your mouth closed. We have a trial to prepare for.”
“Tem?” A whimper made my voice squeak. “I’d never . . .”
Hurt deflated him. His chest caved inward, and his shoulders rounded as he turned away from me. “Not now, Agnes.” Wounded, he barely spoke over a whisper. “Grandpa is right. Don’t say anything. Lies will only make things worse for Grimmal.”
And with that, Temnon crushed any hope I had. He followed Thayn and Claude. They didn’t even say goodbye.
What in the freak just happened? In a few moments, I went from being an impressive young arch mage with unusually powerful abilities to a lying, selfish jerk who got her best friends arrested. Even Temnon hated me. Confused and lost, I watched my only friends on this planet trudge away and leave me standing alone in the dragon hall with the mutilated body of Iloress.
Er, I heard in my head. Arch Mage?
A warm puff of air blew in my hair. Ugh. Not another dragon. 
Wearily, I turned to meet a shyly hanging lion-shaped drake’s face. Quite small for a dragon, his round, blue eyes met mine. His head was about the size of a truck tire, large compared to his slim body and short legs. Yellow-green tufts of fur lined his cheek bones, and stubby horns sprouted from the fur above his eye ridges. His wide mouth frowned in concern, and his hindmost paws crossed nervously. He had six of them. I’d seen those six feet before. 
“You’re Bandlash.”
His head lifted a bit. You know me? 
“I saw you in the magma sky. You spoke to Dominath. He told us your name.”
I’m honored you recognize me. Most powerful wizards look right over my head. Most dragons do too.
“Because of your size?”
Not all dragons are giants, he rued. Quite a lot of us are smaller.
Poor little guy. He probably got stepped on in a place like this. Maybe intentionally at times.
I’m to show you to your room.
Holding his head still, he padded his middle and hind legs, and his back end shifted around to point in the other direction, away from the hallway we headed into before. I thought my room was down the second hallway to the left. He noticed my confusion. 
Er, due to recent events, um, your accommodations have been adjusted to, uh, suit your current needs.
I grimaced. That didn’t sound good. “You’re taking me to jail, aren’t you?”
No! he insisted, his fluff standing on end. Not jail, just a slightly smaller room, with better security, for your protection.
Right. I knew spin when I heard it. Bandlash seemed truly distraught at having to deliver me to a high security room, but after today, I couldn’t trust my own instincts. My eyes were tired, but I didn’t dare rub them in case I still had traces of stomach acid on my hands. I squished my eyelids open and closed, but it didn’t help. Bandlash waited politely.
“Lead the way, then,” I said, trying to keep the fatigue out of my voice. “I’ll follow you.”
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Yeah, I followed the little drake, for about fifteen feet, then my legs grew too weak to carry me any further. Usually when I got this worn down, Temnon, or my mom, or Lumi helped me. This time I had no one. I sunk to the floor with my legs splayed out in two different directions. If any dragons wanted to eat me, now would be the perfect time.
“I can’t walk anymore.” 
I heard humans were astoundingly weak, Bandlash replied. Is that as far as humans can walk?
I rubbed my legs, trying to relieve the stinging prickles. “No,” I told him. “Most humans are much stronger than me. My legs are damaged from an accident.”
Bandlash glided around to face me and all six of his legs lowered and plopped his long belly to the ground. With his head resting on his front paws, he asked, What happened?
I’d told the story a million times, but never to a face so unique or curious.
“An explosion. My father tried to shield me from the flames. They consumed him and he fell. My legs were damaged by the fall, but my magic saved my life.”
Oh, I see. His huge eyes lingered on my right cheek. The flames marred your face.
“Yes.” 
You were unable to save your father?
“I was a baby. Human babies are pretty helpless.”
His face hair flowed as he nodded, relating to my story. As are dragon hatchlings. We are entirely dependent on our mothers for decades. His eyelids fluttered down as he pondered my plight. His breath warmed my legs and eased the aching. I am sorry about your father.
“Thanks. Me too.”
I know you are an arch mage, he said, twiddling his claws, and mighty in your magic, but would you be insulted if I offered to carry you? 
He worried about insulting me. Not even Dominath cared about that. I coughed to distract my face from the tears building up. I did not want to cry in front of this friendly little guy. No, I’d save that for later.
“I’d be very grateful, Bandlash.”
He brightened instantly and sprang to his feet. What a relief! I’m so glad my offer didn’t backfire. He raised up the front third of himself, placing all his weight on his middle and hind legs. It’s a bit embarrassing to admit, he said, scuttling around to my side, but I’m an admirer of sorts.
He used his front paws to scoop me from the ground and place me with care on his back, over his middle legs. 
“Why? I haven’t done anything for you.”
You haven’t done—are you being sincere? You stopped an army of demons! He lowered to his front legs; his head still twisted around to stare at me. I’m terrified of demons. He looked up, thoughtfully. I was terrified of Iloress too.
“I didn’t mean to insult her.”
Oh, for cripe’s sake! Now I can say it honestly? What in the name of high holy Hannah was interfering with my gift of truth? 
I believe you. 
Eyes squinting, Bandlash smiled at me. It was a dragon version of a smile with his wide mouth stretched over rows of sharp teeth, but it had a happy pit bull kind of vibe.  
“Thank you.” I liked this little guy.
He turned and slipped down the hall, his middle legs bumping my feet with every quick step. I leaned forward to brace myself. His scales were smooth and felt like snakeskin, and his body moved like rubber. I knew from my dragon download that drakes had supple skeletons. Bandlash demonstrated his as he flowed around a corner like a garden hose.
Sticking close to the wall, we entered a public area big enough to enclose the entire city of Tirinad. I mean, it made sense: the Hall of Ri Dauch housed dragons, and they were huge. Blocky pillars, thirty stories tall, held up a roof made of a grid of steel beams. Heavy metal sconces hung at the connecting joints, and thick interlacings of metal mesh covered holes between the beams. One slid open and dim, ash-filtered sunlight lit the scarlet scales of a dragon descending into the great hall on extended wings.
No wonder Bandlash kept to the walls. He’d get crushed by an incoming dragon out in the open. He scurried through the busy dragon airport, drawing as little attention as possible, then took another hall wide enough to accommodate two larger dragons walking side-by-side. 
Seriously drained by all that happened during the night, one hand slipped off the smooth scales, and I clamped my knees against Bandlash to catch myself. Thanks goodness he offered me a ride. I rubbed my forearm across my eyes, too tired to process my feelings.
The hallway was stark and plain. The artistic intricacy of dragon jewelry didn’t extend to their decorating. I understood that dragon fire turned paintings and plants to ash, but I missed the beauty of Temnon’s home. 
After dozens of hallways and cavernous rooms, my arms ached. It took longer to cross the Hall of Ri Dauch than take a Jent Path to Third Earth. Finally, Bandlash scurried between a row of metal pillars into a dark cave with a mountain of brass coins in one corner. Black streaks of scorched stone tarnished the thick walls and solid ceiling. 
We are here. Bandlash’s head sunk a little lower. Regretfully.
“This is my room?” I asked, sitting up and shaking my arms vigorously. “Isn’t it a bit big for me?”
Not this cell, er, room, he corrected. Up there.
Thirty feet off the ground, a human-sized door, made of iron bars, hung open in the middle of the cavern wall. I double-checked the row of pillars Bandlash walked through. Nope, not pillars. Gigantic bars.
“Jail,” I commented to myself.
Bandlash looked at me, his head easily rotating on his limber neck. Don’t be anxious. You are not under arrest. They didn’t take your Aether Stones. You are still quite free and not being held against your will.
“Falling thirty feet if I try to go for a walk is against my will. I can’t fly, you know.”
Bandlash chuckled a nervous laugh that faded into guilty silence. Magic glittered around his claws, and he paddled up to the tiny door. He pushed the door open and squeezed his head inside. Only the front part of him fit. I crawled up his back and slid off, cautiously testing my weight on my legs. They wobbled but held. 
The room was a hole, dark and cramped. About six feet deep and ten feet across, with a bucket in one corner and a thinly spread pile of tin coins.
“I’ve stayed in nicer,” I quipped. 
Bandlash’s kind, blue eyes clouded. I’m so sorry, he whispered. I was ordered to bring you here. I know the trouble with Iloress has everyone in an uproar, but dispute or no, you deserve to be treated better. It’s just that, well, things haven’t been the same for a while.
“What do you mean?”
He had the same look of sad pleading the regent showed me in the court. Nobody knows who to trust. Communications get confused, dragons blame each other for every little thing. There’s more bickering and less tolerance.
“I’m sorry, Bandlash,” I said. “I don’t know why things have changed. And I don’t know how to help.”
It’s not your concern, Arch Mage, he admitted. His head drooped as he backed out of the cell. I can’t do anything about the room, but I can find you something to eat. Hungry?
“Starving.”
His flowing ruff smashed against his face as he yanked his head out the door. I’ll be right back. 
Alone again, I staggered over to the pile of coins and sat in them, my back against the wall. If Lumi were here, she’d shift into a snow leopard and let me lean against her. Her soft fur was far more comfortable than a hard wall and a few scattered coins, even if she twitched her tail in my face when she wanted attention. Poor, sweet Lumi. She was screwed, and it was all my fault. I lied. All my accomplishments no longer mattered. All the truths I’d ever spoken were now worth nothing.
I scooped up a handful of coins and let them fall through my fingers. They clinked onto the pile and slid down to the floor. Drat that Iloress and her stupid, truth-binding curse. She framed Lumi for murder. Jerk-wad mean girl. What did she have against me, anyway?
“Wait a freaking second,” I said to myself, realizing what I should have an hour ago. “Iloress was dead on the floor when I lied. Building an enchantment that lasts beyond death takes weeks, and I’ve been here less than a day. It couldn’t have been Iloress interfering with my gift. Dead people can’t cast spells. Argh!” I slammed both fists into the pile.
My bum sunk further into the mound as the coins slid away. When Princess Nemantia betrayed Temnon, he followed the Seer’s prophecy and came to find me. I wished there was some kind of hero out there destined to rescue Lumi and Grimmal and make my gift work again. 
A tin coin rolled across the solid stone floor until it hit the wall adjacent to me. According to Bandlash, trust in the dragon court had broken down and communications were distorted. That’s what happened to Temnon’s planet when Vi Lorina possessed Nemantia. Were the two situations related? Nemantia sent Vi Lorina to the afterlife last summer, and Regent Menneth said the dragon radicals had been functioning for years. There might be a connection. After all, Vi Lorina was active on First Earth for many years before I arrived and messed up her plans.
A coin slid into my ruined gauntlet. I grabbed it by the fingers and flicked it. The coin catapulted out and rang against the opposite wall. Iloress was a beautiful, influential noble who had heaps of peers eating out of her claws, so why did she willingly give her life? What kind of deviant radical turned the heiress of the Foras na-whatever bloodline into a pawn? Vice Regent Kyprios? The regent himself? Someone I hadn’t met?
Crap. My head hurt and spots floated in front of my eyes. I wished I had access to the Fulcrum. I desperately needed centering about now.
I’ve brought you some food. 
I let my head fall to the side to see Bandlash swimming in the air. A sturdy basket woven from metal wires hung from one of his claws. A whiff of barbeque reached my nose, and my mouth salivated. Squeezing his head through the door, Bandlash scooted the rectangular basket in my direction. 
I found you a special treat. A natsa fruit. Dragons don’t eat plants, but sometimes we’ll use natsa fruit as a sweet sauce. They say humans like them.
I hooked a finger through one of the wires and pulled the basket closer. Chunks of seared meat filled it to the brim. No plates, utensils, or napkins, just meat, and one greenish oval about the size of a fig. I picked it up.
Don’t bite the skin, advised Bandlash. The tasty part is inside.
It had a seam like a peach. I put my thumbs on either side and pried it apart. It tore evenly, and exposed a mushy, purple inside.
“Is it supposed to look like this?” I asked.
That’s a good one. Should be sweet.
I smelled the purple pulp. It had a fruity scent, so I licked it. A sweet-sour, tropical smoothie taste cooled my mouth and trickled across my tongue.
“Mmm, this is really good.” 
Told you. We imported the plants from Earth 22 and grow them in the dinosaur habitat. Bandlash’s mouth spread in that funny pit-bull smile. It’s too soft to chew, so slurp it up like jellied fat.
Jellied fat sounded gross, but I got the concept. I put my lips on the purple mush and drank it like a thick soup. Holy cow, it was satisfying. My head stopped aching, and the spots disappeared. I stuck a finger into the pulp and swirled it around. A faint green tint shone in the deep purple. Just as I thought. Natsa fruits contained life magic. Finally, a lucky break. Happily, I drank the rest of the pulp and licked the skin clean.
“Thank you, Bandlash. That was considerate.” 
Embarrassed, he covered his head with a paw. I folded the skin into a flat strip and kept it. That life magic might come in handy. 
“If you are ever hurt or sick, you should eat a bunch of those. They might save your life.” Staring into the basket, I pondered how to eat the chunks of meat. “Do you have a fork?”
Like this? Bandlash stuck his tongue out. He tapped the two forked ends of his tongue together and then wiggled them in opposite directions. 
He so innocently wanted to help, and his misinterpretation was adorable. I laughed out loud, and the sound echoed several times against the walls of the large stone cavern, warming it just a shade.
“You have a talented tongue.”
Dragons have prehensile tongues. Bandlash curled the two tips of his fork into a heart shape. We use them for delicate tasks.
“Human forks are tools for stabbing food,” I explained. “Not nearly as cool as dragon forks.”
Oh. Maybe there’s a human fork in your original room.
“Don’t worry about it. Humans have prehensile hands.” 
Giving up on table manners, I grabbed a hunk of meat the size of an apple and bit into it. My blunt human teeth struggled to cut through it, and juice dribbled down my acid-etched armor. I worked my jaw, trying to saw the meat, and tore off a bite. I partially ground it between my molars before giving up and swallowing it whole.
How is the anky?
“The what?” I coughed, patting my chest to help the meat down.
“Anky. Short for ankylosaurus.”
“This is dinosaur meat?”
Of course. What did you expect?
“Cow. Pig. Chicken. Fish. Animals that can’t stomp you into the ground.”
Bandlash pointed a claw at me. You’re funny. He chuckled. Cows are too small to feed anyone.
Yup. That’s me. Hilarious. I didn’t bother with another bite. “Do you want the rest?”
Are you certain? It’s the best meat we have. A delicacy.
“It’s too tough for me.” 
I see. Maybe humans really do eat cows.
Bandlash’s forked tongue jetted out and wrapped up the whole basket. He tilted his head back and shook the meat from the basket into his open mouth. The basket clattered to the floor as he retracted his tongue and savored the meat in his mouth.
“Mmm! Mmm, mmm, MMM!”
It was different hearing his satisfied vocalizations without telepathy. Then he swallowed the whole pile down at once.
Anky is the best! He licked the dripping juice from his mouth. But you must be hungry still. I’ll find more natsas.
“Those I can eat.”
Be back soon.
Bandlash pulled his head out of the door, and I regarded the natsa skin in my hand. Turning it against the light, I saw a green tint reflecting in fibrous skin. I tilted my head back and laid it across my forehead. The tired strain eased. Bless Bandlash and his natsa fruit. Unfortunately, the nature magic did nothing to help with stressing about Grimmal and Lumi. I closed my eyes, dislodging a stream of tears.
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Sleep wouldn’t come. I needed to recharge, but my brain allowed no peace. Eyes closed, the minutes ticked into hours as I replayed my report to the noblesse over and over again. I didn’t include Kyprios in my telepathic images, or Thayn, but only Iloress stomped off in a huff. Even Regent Menneth commented on how she chose not to stay. It was her fault, right? Or, at least, not my fault? Either way, that little mistake blew up enough to warrant the death of my sciftan friends.
Ugh. I’d had enough of Third Earth. If I ever got out of here, I’d never come back. 
“Grandfather Thayn has slipped in his ambassador duties. These quarters are not fit for an arch mage.”
My eyes snapped open at the familiar voice. 
“Nemantia?”
By the door, yellow satin, glistening with golden protection enchantments, floated as Bandlash set a very welcome guest into the door frame. Rather awkwardly, since he was too shy to look at her.
“Nemantia!” I cried, climbing to my still unsteady feet. “What in the name of sweet Second Earth are you doing here?”
“You’re kidding, right?” She smiled and came to my pile of coins in the corner. “My dearest friend is imprisoned and I’m to, what? Stay home and wallow in worry?”
I wrapped my tired, acid-spattered arms around her shoulders. 
Past her dark, royal updo, a tall, handsome figure nimbly jumped from Bandlash’s back into the cell. 
“You came too, Jenz?” 
“She threw the biggest fit when the king commanded her to stay home.” He smirked.
He stationed himself at the door and assessed the empty room with the trained eye of a paladin. His eyes paused only at the narrow drain in the corner opposite from me. At least four elemental weapons hung from his dark gray uniform, which made Bandlash squirm.
“Father needn’t worry when I have you, Jenz,” Nemantia said, stroking my back to comfort me. “Right now, Agnes is far more important.” She turned to Bandlash, but I didn’t let go and leaned around with her. “Thank you for delivering me to my friend, noble Bandlash.”
Oh, well, my pleasure. Uh, I’ve been assigned, he stammered in furious embarrassment. I’ll just wait by the main door. Call when you need me.
His blue eyes, wide with awe, slid below the doorframe and he gave us some privacy.
Nemantia held me until I pulled away. “Dragons have very strict rules about visitors,” she said, “but in the case of trials, a defense team is legal. Father brought our most skilled lawyers to advise him, but he will speak on your behalf himself.”
“And you?” I sniffed. “You’re not a lawyer.”
“No, but I am a necromancer. Necromancers are handy at murder trials. Now, tell me everything.”
She took my hand and settled onto the dirty floor like a dahlia falling to the garden soil. Knees wobbling, I sank to my perch of coins next to her, and my remorse over the whole scandalous afternoon gushed out.
“I lied, Nemmy.” I put my hands over my face to hide my shame. “I lied to some of my favorite people in the universe.” Tears I’d managed to hide so far wet my fingers and smeared all over my face. “I don’t understand what’s happening to me. What kind of magic can control mine? I’m the only known Wielder of Truth, so how can someone interfere with my gift? And how do they do it at the exact moment that causes me the most trouble? Now all the dragons think I intentionally offended that awful black dragon lady, and Lumi will be sent to the Nia Nega Abyss, and even Temnon thinks I’m a big, fat, liar-head.”
I felt Nemantia’s gaze, but with tears and snot joining my shame, I didn’t dare lower my hands to look at her. If only Bandlash had brought a napkin with the dinosaur meat.
“Here, Aggie, dearest.”
I peeked between my fingers to see a lace hanky wafting near my hand. I pressed it to my face and cleaned myself up.
“Thank you,” I sniffed, “and now I’ve ruined your hanky.”
She shook her head fondly and didn’t seem to hate me. “I understand magic not working how you want it to. I don’t believe you lied on purpose,” she said. “It’s far more likely you are being controlled. Somehow. It’s difficult for Tem and Uncle Claude to comprehend the frustration of being under another’s power, but after Vi Lorina possessing me and the wolf demon inhabiting father, we are more able to empathize. Even after all these months my magic sends me odd signals.” She paused and looked over her shoulder, almost expecting to see someone, then turned back to me. “You would certainly know if another being possessed you. Is that what this feels like?”
“No,” I admitted. “Not at all. I feel like I did before I accepted my role as a wizard. Only worse, because I’ve always been able to tell when someone is lying. Now, I feel”—I searched for the right word—“blind. I feel blind. Like I can’t see what is right in front of me.”
“Then it is not any kind of possession.”
“No, I don’t think so. My brain wants to tell the truth, but something hijacks it and changes it to a lie when it comes out my mouth.”
“Definitely a spell of some sort,” Jenz commented, his attention on the door and the cavern beyond. “Did anyone give you something in the last few days? A small token that might carry a curse. You’d have to have it with you at all times.”
“Curses are dark enchantments,” Nemantia explained. “You can see magic, so if your belongings are cursed, you’d see it.”
She helped me examine my Aether Stones, and my phone, even my armor from the Odonatas and my watch from Kymm. Crap. Stress and fear had me doubting them now. No spooky curse spells plagued anything I owned.
“Let’s test your truth now,” Nemantia said. “Why did you exclude Iloress when you shared the image of the sun larva?”
“Because I hated her, and I wanted her to suffer.”
Nemantia’s jaw dropped open in shock. My hands flew back to my mouth. That wasn’t what I wanted to say at all! Even Jenz stopped guarding to gape at me. Tears flooded my eyes again, and Nemantia focused on them instead of my insensitive claim.
“Did it just happen?” she asked.
Not trusting my mouth, I nodded.
“That wasn’t what you meant to say, was it?”
I shook my head hard, flinging tears across my cheeks. 
“Let’s try again. Think hard about what you want me to hear.” She clasped my hands in hers. “Why did you exclude Iloress?”
Because she frightened me. I formed the sentence in my head. I spoke slowly, trying to control the shape of my lips.
“Because shhheeeaaiiee hated her,” said my mouth. 
I wanted to protect myself from her mind, I thought hard. 
“I wanted tttt-her to ssssuffer.”
Squeezing my hands in full support, Nemantia said, “Don’t give up. Try telepathy.”
I opened a telepathic line to my friend. I wanted to protect myself from her mind, I repeated, then I waited, hopeful.
Nemantia slumped in disappointment. “You wanted her to suffer. Is that what you sent to my head? Because that is what I heard.” 
I pulled up my knees and wrapped my arms around them. Drat it all! Even my telepathy lied. At least when talking, I felt the lie forming and stopped it in time. With telepathy, the lie gave no warning. It was no use. Something had complete control over my truth. 
“Oh, Aggie. This is a terrible spell. You can’t testify.”
“Not testifying will make me look just as guilty.” Thank goodness I got out that sentence normally.
“That was the obviously the plan from the beginning,” Jenz said.
“You don’t know how right you are,” I said. “After Iloress ate me, and Lumi grabbed her, she laughed.”
Jenz’s head jerked in surprise. “Who laughed? Iloress?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Lumi told me. Iloress knew she was going to die, and she laughed.”
“That’s so twisted,” Jenz said.
“Then I’ve no choice.” Nemantia stood, both hands clenched. “Lucky you have an expert necromancer as a friend.”
“Why is that lucky?” Oops. That was rude. I quickly clarified. “I mean, I’m super lucky to have you as a friend, but why is it lucky right now that you’re a necromancer?”
“I have power over the connection between life and death. If someone instructed Iloress to eat you in order to provoke this response, then Iloress must testify for herself.” 
Jenz tilted his head slightly. “Are you sure, Princess?”
Nemantia nodded stiffly. A thin sheen of moisture glistened on her forehead. Was she afraid? I looked to Jenz for the answer, but he just put a hand on his weapon and searched the shadows for assassins.
“I’ve been properly trained,” Nemantia said, more to herself than me, it seemed. “Iloress will be bound to me. My gift will help, not hurt.”
Oh. I finally got it. She intended to raise Iloress as a draugr. That’s why the dragons gave her permission for her to come. Poor Nemantia. Vi Lorina used her to cause some serious harm. I understood why Nemantia feared that part of her gift. The last draugr she summoned tried to kill me in an alleyway. 
“You don’t have to do this, Nemmy.” I pushed myself up to my feet.
She drew in a determined breath and pulled back her shoulders. “Yes, I do. And I can. Necromancy is a noble talent, and I am not ashamed of it.”
For the first time since the noblesse dragged away Lumi and Grimmal, I saw a glimmer of hope. “You’re the best friend ever.”
“True. So, promise me a day of shopping and girl time.”
“I promise.”
A loud, nerve-shattering clank of metal sliding across metal startled both of us, and my calf stabbed with pain. I couldn’t take much more stress; my body barely hung on with all that had happened.
“Where is my granddaughter?” rang out a booming voice. 
Suspended by a huge, rattling chain, the giant bars on the outer cavern raised. Ambassador Thayn casually balanced between Kyprios’s head spikes. 
“Here, Grandpa Thayn,” Nemantia called.
As they crossed the cavernous room, Thayn said, “You came to this awful place instead of visiting me? I’m hurt.” 
Nemantia tightened her lips and muttered, “He’s one to talk. I’ve been free from Vi Lorina for months, and he hasn’t come, despite multiple invitations.”
I didn’t know how to comfort her. Family ties were binding in the eyes of a necromancer and lasted even beyond death. For Nemantia to be upset instead of understanding spoke volumes. Thayn should have gone to see her.
Tilting his massive head, Kyprios positioned Thayn by the doorway. Nemantia backed up, expecting him to jump in, but he held out a hand to her. 
“Come, Nemantia, let’s get out of this dreary place and find somewhere nicer to catch up.”
“And Agnes?” Nemantia asked. “She’s coming too?”
“Well.” Thayn’s patronizing grin was sincere. “She must stay here until the trial, mustn’t she?”
“But she’s an arch mage, and her status demands—”
Thayn’s tone hardened. “She’s a suspect in a murder conspiracy.”
Kyprios flinched, his massive spikes cracking into the stone wall above the door opening. The ambassador adjusted his footing to catch his balance.
“You think she’s plotting against the regent?” Nemantia kept emotion out of it, asking the question with a matter-of-fact attitude.
“It has been suggested by some,” he dodged, “but let’s see to that at its time. For now, I just want to visit with you in peace.”
The princess paused, torn between staying with me and obeying her grandfather, I guessed. I’d caused the Odonatas enough trouble. 
“I’ll be fine, Nemmy. Bandlash is bringing me more natsa fruit.”
She shot me an apologetic smile. I caught a hint of aggravation under it, even though she remained polite.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can get away.”
“Thanks,” I said, loving her more than I ever had before.
“Be strong. And rest while you can.” 
With a final little squeeze, Nemantia let go of my hand and let Jenz help her avoid Kyprios’s spikes to join her grandfather. Jenz hopped up next to her, and Kyprios’s head lowered out of view. I returned to my pile of coins, hoping for a reprieve from socializing, but after several seconds, the deep, dark eye of Kyprios filled the doorway. Blue light dripped between his spikes. Thayn, Nemantia, and Jenz had transported from his head and left me alone with him. My hope and courage left with Nemantia. Now I felt empty.
I will ask a few questions if I may.
Ah. My interview was about to begin, and the ambassador sworn to represent me just disappeared in a puff of light. Perfect.
“Darn it,” I snarked to the vice regent, “I must have left my lawyer in my other pants.” 
Dang sarcasm. I’d gotten better at controlling it, but when I was tired and scared, it still popped out.
Meaning?
“Where I come from,” I explained, “people accused of a crime are entitled to representation.” I impressed myself with my legalese. Thank you, TV crime dramas.
Yes. Kyprios’s huge eye darted up to where Ambassador Thayn stood moments before. This is true here on Third Earth. I can call for Ambassador Thayn if you request it.
“Can I request Arch Mage Claude?” I would much rather have him than Thayn, even if he was mad at me.
The Arch Mage is not versed in our law.
So, it was Thayn or nobody. I chose nobody. 
“Never mind then. Ask your questions. I’ll answer as best as I’m able, but something is interferruung . . .”
My mouth tried to lie, so I shut it tight. The spell that cursed me had intensified. If I couldn’t explain the vocal hijacking to the vice regent, this was going to be a short interview. 
Tell me of your thoughts as you excluded the Lady Iloress from your telepathic narrative.
All I could do was stare into that huge eye. My own reflection in the deep darkness showed me exactly how lame and stubborn I appeared.
Did you intend to offend her?
I shook my head. At least the spell didn’t control my body.
Then why did you exclude her, and me, for that matter?
I felt the lie prying my lips open. It tickled my tongue and bubbled in my throat. Desperate to hold it in, I clamped my hands over my mouth and accessed my gift. Warmth heated my skin, and my scars glowed. I caught a glimpse of the reflected light in that deep eye. It helped fight the urge to speak and unintentionally perjure myself.
If you truly did not intend offense, it is in your best interest to tell me directly. If you suspected hostility from Iloress, defending against her attack was warranted. If you harbored ill-will toward her from the beginning and provoked her intentionally, then you are guilty of conspiracy to murder. He blinked. A protective, transparent film wet his eye, then receded under the eye ridge. His black slit of a pupil, barely visible against his dark brown iris, expanded at the change of light. Arch Mage, you must defend yourself.
How? When he didn’t ask me yes or no questions? I sank to my knees, hands still clamped across my lying mouth. Leaning over in misery, I noticed a flash of white light. A tin coin lay on the stone. One of hundreds, but this coin flashed with the light of my magic. I picked it up.
The spell didn’t control my body.
I slammed the edge of the coin on the stone and scratched three words: three upside-down words, so Kyprios could read them.
 
She scared me.
 
Ademic translates these human symbols. His pupil, large enough for me to walk through, expanded to focus on the scratches. I see. You are unable, not unwilling, to testify vocally. Can you use telepathy?
I shook my head and sat on my heels.
I understand, but without your honest testimony, your protectors will be found guilty.
Holding up the coin, I pointed at the three words.
I know what you are asking, he said, but dragon law excludes written testimonies. Dragons do not use written words. Dominath is a rare exception. Telepathy is preferred—or spoken testimonies for species unable to use telepathy. 
Whoever cursed me probably knew that. That’s why I still moved with total freedom.
 
Nemantia will help. 
 
The necromancer? How? He blinked again. Ah. She plans to animate Iloress’s corpse. This is most unusual. He huffed. A wisp of smoke curled into the doorway, and the stone under my knees warmed. He must have blown a jet of fire in frustration. Iloress’s kin are sure to riot, but it seems the only way to understand this matter. As for you, Arch Mage, who inhibits your speech?
I didn’t dare answer. Not moving a muscle, I stared into that eye, hoping to see a sign of guilt or a shred of pity. I saw neither. Dragons were harder to read than sciftans. Kyprios was supposed to be sworn to neutrality, but if I were a dragon radical bent on annihilating an ancient government, I’d try to blackmail him. Seems like the surest way to sway the masses. 
You suspect me.
Dang it. Even sitting still, I gave away exactly how I felt. My gift worked against me in every possible way. I covered my face with my hands.
I am vice regent and duty-bound to represent all sides with equal effort. You are making this difficult.
With that, he blew a cloud of fire and stomped through it to the gigantic doorway. With a flick of his tail, he released the chain holding up the gate, and it came crashing down. The impact rattled my teeth.
I hunched over, and a few tears moistened the dusty floor into spots of mud. I wasn’t trying to be difficult. None of this was even my fault. Or maybe it was because I actually thought I could think and act for myself, for once. I angrily chucked the tin coin. It bounced off the corner and slipped into the drain. Deep in the pipe, I heard it splash.
The water kept splashing. With echoing trickles, it boiled and rolled up the pipe until it flooded out onto the floor. It collected, swelled, and grew upward into a tall column. Details solidified into a human shape, and the water changed from liquid to handsome olive skin, black-green hair, and a long, blue coat bearing the royal crest of the siren clan.
“Rein?” I choked.
“Hi, Agnes.” His skin rippled like water, and his forehead spat the tin coin onto his palm. “You dropped this.”
“What are you doing here?”
Now fully human, he rubbed his neck and half-smiled in irony. “It’s sort of a long story. I wanted to ask the Wielder of Truth a few questions about my mom, but it looks like now isn’t a good time.”
“Sorry.” I wrapped my arms around my legs again. “My magic is a little screwed up right now.”
“Yeah, I heard. I’d just gotten to First Earth when Claude flew in, shouting about Grimmal and Lumi, and I came to help. I slipped in with First Earth’s legal team as an expert character witness for you, but then the dragons confined us all to our quarters.”
“They did? I thought defense teams were allowed.”
“Fourth Earth’s treaties with Third Earth are tenuous at best. We don’t have any sort of high king, and dragons don’t respect the constant battling between our tribes. Sirens are the lowest of the low on Fourth Earth. I guess we rank the same as lawyers here.”
“You don’t look confined to me.”
“What can I say?” He leaned casually against the wall, one tall leather boot crossing over the other while he flicked the coin. “Siren kings are hard to contain. Getting onto the planet is harder than getting around the Hall of Ri Dauch.” 
“Did you see Temnon?”
“Not technically.” He came over and squatted next to me, his eyes cloudy gray with worry. “I sat in his drain for a while, wanting to surprise him, and I overheard him and his grandfather. Agnes, I’m sorry to tell you this, but Temnon’s grandfather is filling his head with nonsense.”
“What does that mean?” 
Rein sighed and sat, one arm resting on his bent knee. The other hand fiddled with the coin. “Thayn says Third Earth is key to universal peace, and Temnon is the only person strong enough to take his place as ambassador. He’s quite convincing. Goes on like, ‘Dragons will protect the other worlds,’ ‘Alliances must stand,’ ‘Nothing can tarnish relationships among the noblesse,’ and a bunch of other rot.”
“What does that have to do with me?”
He hesitated a fraction too long for a natural pause. “I get the impression he doesn’t think you’re worthy of his grandson.”
Not worthy? Tightness bubbled up and squeezed my throat, the familiar feeling of rejection. A scarred, nearly crippled freak like me felt rejection with every stranger’s glance. Forget about friends. Temnon broke a life-long streak of friendless isolation, and now he didn’t trust me. If nothing changed, I might lose him. I couldn’t go back to being alone. I couldn’t. 
Rein leaned his head closer and said, “Hey, it’s not true. That grumpy old man has been surrounded by dragons. What does he know about beautiful, talented, and completely amazing wizard girls? I don’t care about anything that fossil says.”
“Does Temnon?”
Leaning against the wall, Rein lay the coin on the tip of his finger and sprayed a fine jet of water into it. The light, tin coin danced on top of the fountain for a few seconds.
“He tried to come to you. You know how he gets, all fired up and determined to be the dashing hero. But Thayn”—he hesitated—“Thayn literally changed his mind. It was frightening.”
I hardly believed what I heard. “Just like that? Temnon gave up on me?”
“It’s not like that.” 
Rein seemed to be struggling. His flirty confidence vanished into sincere confusion. His finger fountain burst, pushing the coin up in a spray of water droplets. Rein caught it as the water dispersed. 
“I know he loves you, Agnes, and normally, he’d be loyal, heart and soul. Tem was raised to have a deep sense of responsibility,” he said, carefully choosing his words. “Sacrificing what he wants for the greater good is in his nature. Thayn is telling him exactly what appeals to that nature. It’s almost calculated. Tem doesn’t want to give you up, but Thayn is preventing him from talking to you and painting you as—well—you know.”
“No. I don’t know. What’s he saying about me?” I asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.
Rein ran a reluctant hand through his black hair, and the greenish highlights shone between his fingers. 
“Thayn says you’re lying about the interference,” he sighed. “He’s telling Temnon that when the dragons scared you, you subconsciously retaliated out of your lack of self-confidence. He doesn’t believe your gift of truth is all you claim it to be. Honestly, I’ve never heard a more convincing bit of psychoanalytic brainwashing in my life, and it’s perfectly targeted to Temnon.”
My tired brain took a minute or two to process all that. What Thayn said—it was so close to the truth I almost believed it. The dragons did scare me, and I did struggle with self-confidence sometimes. If those few sentences had me doubting myself, how could Temnon trust me? 
“So Thayn won’t let Temnon come talk to me himself?”
Rein shook his head. “He needs Temnon to continue his work.”
“What about the trial?” I asked Rein. “Will Thayn let Lumi get convicted to get rid of me?”
“No, he’s not a monster.” He held the coin between his fingers, thinking. “He’s only using this situation to get Tem to pick Third Earth over you.”
This was too much. I was worn out before I even came to this horrible planet, and then the terror of arriving, the core, the court, being eaten, and my hijacked gift all hit me one at a time. I felt tied to a pole with an automatic tennis ball launcher hurling horrors at my face. 
Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam.
I curled up on the dirty floor and shut down. Rein didn’t leave. He didn’t talk. He just sat there, being with me, while my imagination dove into the darkest folds of my own personal fears.
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A few hours later, Rein shook me.
“Agnes, Nemantia’s coming. Don’t tell her I was here, okay?”
Water trickled, and when I dragged myself off the floor, he’d gone back down the drain. Nemantia and her devoted bodyguard/boyfriend returned with Bandlash. The little dragon gave me a handful of natsa fruit, as he promised. I slurped down the purple mush, and then Nemantia helped me change out of my ruined armor into one of her own gowns. It was a deep, coral pink, and though she wore it to a stunning effect, I didn’t fill it out in critical places, and the color made my skin gray.
“The trial will begin soon.” Nemantia pinned up the extra fabric to keep me covered. “Father has sent a paladin to find a way to contact Phar Sekmet. We’ve never needed an Aether Stone to her quarters before; Grimmal always takes her messages. She has a right to plead for her kindmates, but she won’t be needed. Iloress herself will reveal who is behind all this.” She tugged the creases straight and gave me a final once over. “Not perfect, but good enough to face the regent.”
“Can’t Temnon make it fit?”
Anger weighted down her brows and her voice trembled a bit. “He’s been, um, occupied.”
“Oh.”
She leaned away to tuck up my sleeve and hide her rage. “We are on our own for now.”
I didn’t need my gift to tell me Nemantia hid something from me. Maybe she heard Thayn convincing Temnon I was a loser. They’d been visiting for hours, and Thayn was probably talking the whole time about what a weak, little liar I was.
Nemantia called for Bandlash. “We are ready to be escorted to court.”
The little dragon’s stubby horns popped up in the doorframe almost immediately, even though he waited on the other side of the cavern while I changed.
Splendid. We have permission to transport, just this once. May I cast a tracer spell on you?
“You may.” Nemantia answered for the three of us.
Bandlash’s yellow-green magic twinkled, and he vanished in a flash of blue. Caught by the tracer spell, my vision blurred, and I felt yanked away. 
When my vision cleared, I stood about where I had earlier, on a low wooden platform. Above me, the huge, metal chandeliers stayed dark. The dragon court had not yet decided whether I was friend or foe.
Grimmal and Lumi were on a second platform to my left, guarded by four dragons. The binding spell still halted Grimmal between forms. He wasn’t much bigger than his saber-toothed tiger form. His front half had jet-black human arms and half-formed human hands. He sat on his stone haunches, unsure of where to put his awkward arms. My poor Lumi remained as a frightened kitten. I tried to give them a hopeful smile, but knowing my luck, the only thing they saw on my face was my out-of-control fear.
The First Earth delegation, including Nemantia, Jenz, Rein, and a half-dozen lawyer types, followed King Odric and Claude to my low platform. King Odric gave me a comforting nod. Behind the rest of the group trailed Thayn and Temnon. Thayn regarded me with squinting eyes, but my boyfriend avoided eye contact and crossed behind his grandfather, so he didn’t have to stand next to me. 
My heart broke a little.  
Nemantia huffed in disappointment at his behavior and left Jenz to stand by me.
Most of the boxes in the horseshoe arena were already full. Iloress’s box housed a mountain of gold, and her fancy neck jewelry draped around the opening, as a tribute to her status, I guessed.
From his own box, Regent Menneth studied me with his yellow, reptilian eyes. To his right, Kyprios sat with his tail anxiously flopping on the stone floor. To the left, the formerly empty box was now occupied by Dominath. His warm eyes didn’t stare at me, but at Ambassador Thayn. 
Kyprios startled us all by leaping from his box and slamming the flat of his tail spade to get the attention of the court.
Let us begin this trial. 
His voice rang, filling my head with his commanding mental shout. The growls and roars of the hundreds of dragons ceased. Kyprios stomped over to my sciftan friends. The hair on Grimmal’s neck stood up and his spine arched.
Lumi of Fifth Earth, Kyprios stated, you stand accused of the murder of Iloress, heiress of the Foras na Gaeilge bloodline and beloved member of our noblesse. What say you to these charges?
“We responded in a reasonable manner to her unprovoked attack,” growled Grimmal loudly. 
I spoke to the Pharess, Kyprios stated calmly. Pharess Lumi? What say you?
I barely heard her tiny, kitten voice. 
“The black dragon ate Agnes. I had to save her. She is my best friend.”
Sorrow and love struggled for control of my heart. Lumi saved me from being digested. Kyprios continued with the trial, heedless of my aching heart.
Your claims are noted, he said. Are there any to speak for you?
“I will speak.” Temnon stepped forward to address Kyprios, eyes steeled in determination.
Prince Temnon of First Earth. You were present at the attack and the events leading to it. You may testify.
Temnon recounted with confidence everything that happened from our arrival on Third Earth, including how I’d complained of not being able to tell the truth from a lie on several occasions. Claude testified next, confirming Temnon’s report and citing the favor I had done for Third Earth by discovering the sun larva and the true nature of the planet’s composition. Ambassador Thayn then stepped forward and made a big deal about the alliance between First and Third Earth. He quoted all kinds of complicated laws and policies, statute this and amendment that. He lost me after a few seconds, but the dragons lapped up every word. Then he added that Temnon and Claude had spoken the truth.
It seemed like he had done everything possible to speak in favor of Grimmal and Lumi. At least, until the very end. He sighed heavily and looked at me with regret. 
“However,” he announced, “I would be remiss in my job as ambassador to Third Earth if I neglected to report that Miss Agnes did”—he paused for dramatic effect—“directly lie to us.”
The stacks of boxes echoed with the growls and angry protests of the dragons seated within them. They didn’t like that at all.
Clarify your last statement for the court, Ambassador, demanded Kyprios.
Thayn cleared his throat and shuffled his feet. What was he doing? To me, he seemed to be making things much worse by acting so guilty.
“As you are aware,” he said, eyes shifting and shoulders slouched, “the young arch mage of Second Earth is a Wielder of Truth. She cannot lie. Yet when she claimed that she meant no personal offense to Iloress by excluding her from the report on the sun larva, she stumbled over the words. My grandson has told me this indicates a lie.” He turned to Temnon. “Isn’t that right, m’boy?”
Temnon dropped his head and nodded solemnly. “Yes.”
The air heated with the dragons’ angry breath blowing out their exclamations. The whole situation turned against me as I watched, helpless and unable to say a word.
What does the Arch Mage say? 
Kyprios stared at me with those deep, accusing eyes. For freaking pity’s sake! I already told him I couldn’t testify. What did he expect from me? Just like before, I felt the lie building up inside me. It sat at the back of my throat, and I tilted my head up to keep it from sliding down my tongue and out my mouth.
“Miss Agnes can’t testify.” Nemantia put a hand on my back and practically shouted to the court. “Someone or something is interfering with her gift of truth. Both Prince Temnon and Arch Mage Claude have already confirmed that she has felt the interference for days now.” She stared coldly at her grandfather. “Ambassador Thayn is also aware of this.”
A few dragons nodded in agreement. Kyprios was one of them. That has been officially recorded. However, Agnes is the only one who can confirm what motivated her actions.
“Can’t she just give a signal for yes or no? Or write down her testimony? The spell influencing her doesn’t control her body, only her words and her telepathy.”
“I’m sorry, my dear,” Ambassador Thayn interjected. “Testimonies on Third Earth are limited to directly spoken or telepathic communication only. Agnes must testify or forfeit her right to defend the sciftans.”
The Ambassador speaks rightly, Princess. There is no other who can speak to her motivations.
“If that is the case, there is one who can speak to Iloress’s motivations. Let me ask the black dragon herself.”
Enraged roars sounded from above where Grimmal sat. Iloress’s family, no doubt. I had to admit, I didn’t blame them. I’d be upset too. They stomped and slashed at their boxes, breathing flames in my direction and shaking the spines along their necks.
Kyprios didn’t react to the increased hostility. He simply proceeded as usual. A controversial request. However, it may provide the information we need to make an accurate decision. I yield to the wisdom of Regent Menneth.
The regent rose from his pile of coins and shook his furry ruff. Green, glowing magic particles floated like fireflies up in every direction and settled on the scales of the dragon noblesse. The angry roaring ceased. Outrage calmed into concern, and aggressive postures relaxed.
No wonder the regent was the regent. His talent of peace was amazing, but what would he say? Was he for me or against me? He asked me here. Was he the evil mastermind? But why ask me to find the traitors if he was their boss?
He stared into the distance, thinking for quite a while, before shaking his ruff again.
After some pondering, he announced, I believe the necromancer is correct. Iloress’s life was robbed far too soon, and she should have her say. So long as the necromancer requires only Iloress’s own words in testimony and swears to release her to the afterlife immediately following her words.
“I so swear,” Nemantia said clearly, the blood draining from her face.
Very well. Iloress’s body lies in the tombs of our ancestors below this hall. It may take some time to retrieve it and have it brought here.
Temnon lifted a hand to get the regent’s attention. “Allow me, Regent Menneth,” he volunteered.
Ah, yes. Menneth stretched out his tail and flicked it against the wall of his box. The prince’s substantial talent will make the task easier, he explained to the rest of the noblesse. Proceed, young ones.
Temnon’s golden magic flooded from his hands to the thick stone of the floor, bathing it in a shimmering metallic pool. The stone shifted, falling into the space below at different heights, until a dragon-width staircase descended into the tombs. A pungent smell of ancient decay, rot, and mold wafted up into the arena. My stomach immediately churned, and I resisted the impulse to cover my nose. I breathed slowly through my mouth and took Nemantia’s hand for comfort. She was trembling.
“You okay?” I whispered. 
She tried to smile, but her lips were tight and thin. “I haven’t summoned a draugr as myself before, only under the influence of Vi Lorina. My will must be a stronger will than the subject, or I lose control. And my subject is a murderous dragon.”
“What?” I squeaked. “Oh sh—” 
I squeezed my mouth shut before the swearing leaked out. Dominath once told me that wizards grew more powerful with age, and only a few were born powerful. Temnon was one of those few, but Dominath never claimed Nemantia had the same advantage. She was only four years older than Temnon. Was she too young to attempt this kind of advanced necromancy?
“Nemmy,” I hissed in a panic, “you don’t have to do this. I’ll testify for myself. I’ll control the curse and make my truth work.”
“You will, will you? Just like that? When you haven’t been able to all day?” She drew in a deep breath of the stench and straightened her back. “I can do this. I don’t need that controlling old witch inside my skin to use my own gift.”
A soft blue aura shone around Nemantia. It grew and intensified with each passing second. She whispered strange words, and I noticed subtle movement from the arena. Within each box, the dragons leaned toward her, their necks extending as far as they reached.
I studied her magic until I deciphered its purpose. She created a compelling command of obedience before summoning Iloress’s spirit. It was strong enough to influence even the living dragons. 
A second spell formed, and bits of magic floated upward, filtering through the metal chandeliers and into the ceiling. Minutes ticked by. Nemantia whispered constantly, and a few of the dragons swayed to the patter of her words. I glanced over at Temnon. His eyes were on me, but they darted away, like looking at me was now a crime. His rejection pierced me deeper than a knife.
My heart sunk and an unpleasant crawling sensation raced inside the muscles of my legs. I scratched them, but my fingernail couldn’t reach that deep. I tried deep breathing, but the stench made me gag. I sent all my stress into the floor, but Iloress was down there. I pictured myself on the beach at my Apex, but it reminded me of Temnon. All attempts to calm myself failed. Grimmal’s freedom and Lumi’s life in jeopardy, Temnon hating me, my hijacked truth, and now Nemantia attempted a dangerous summoning that she might not be able to control? Yeah, my legs shook, and my crawling nerves drove me nuts.
Come on, Tem! Give me something, my heart cried.
The only thing he gave me was a nice view of the back of his head. He stood firmly against me, casting a shadow on his grandfather’s face. At least Thayn acknowledged me; his intense stare was better than being ignored.
A bright light drew my attention upward. The enormous shape of a dragon coated in Nemantia’s blue magic oozed from the ceiling. It gently fell, hissing at me as it passed me and dropped into the stairway. A few moments later, a raspy roar ascended from the pit beneath us, and the stone stairs shuddered with resounding footfalls. The dragons in the hall trembled from excitement, or possibly Nemantia’s magic, but the tension was insane.
With each thundering step, my fear increased. The coral gown didn’t sparkle with anti-dragon magic and Iloress’s teeth were still deadly as a draugr.
Be still, child. Dominath spoke to me. He must have noticed me shaking like a leaf under all that flimsy fabric. I will protect you. I cannot be charged with her murder when she’s already dead. Besides, the princess is quite in control of Iloress.
That was a huge relief because right at that moment, the curly black horns rose from the pit. 
Her yellow eyes, so intense and unreadable before, glowed in docile awareness. One slow step at a time, the reanimated body climbed the steps into the chamber. A crown that dwarfed the glory of the regent’s and a fortune of riches adorned every inch of black scales. 
As her torso cleared the steps, I saw the gash that ended her life. It was horrifying. I closed my eyes, but there, in the dark, I remembered sloshing around in her stomach, fighting for my own life. Stupid Third Earth. I wanted to go home and forget that dragons existed. But how could I? How could I abandon my beautiful Lumi? Or Grimmal? Or even Temnon, who might be unintentionally agreeing to a life he didn’t choose? Even if he rejected me, I had to stay. I still had hope for us.
Iloress, heiress of the Foras na Gaeilge bloodline, are you aware of what’s happening? Kyprios asked.
I’ve been summoned as a draugr to testify in the matter of my death.
A desperate roar, with complex inflections, sounded from the spectator section where Iloress’s kin sat. Dragon-speech. Not even Ademic translated it for me. Iloress nodded once, and her family settled down, subdued and satisfied.
Dominath’s voice filled my head. They asked if she was at peace.
She was at peace? Well now, wasn’t that sunshine and rainbows? Dragon-mean-girl was at peace while I got emotionally tortured. That wasn’t fair. If I had died inside her stomach, then she’d be standing here unable to defend herself, and I’d be at peace.
Iloress, did you have hostile intents toward the arch mage of Second Earth?
Here it was. Now everyone would hear how she scared me, and how she ate me at the orders of the mastermind in order to cause this whole scenario. The silence lay on the room like a weighted blanket. Iloress made no move, even the delicate chains remained still.
Everything I held dear relied on this moment—my relationships, my friends’ lives and futures, even the inherent nature of truth itself. Iloress had to admit her part in this devious plot. Just like I was compelled to lie, now she’d be compelled to reveal the truth.
No.
What? Temnon and Claude lost their composure. Even Kyprios raised the spikes on his cheeks in surprise. Shadowed by Temnon, Thayn stared at the reanimated corpse as though he was trying to read her mind.
Kyprios spoke again. Did you swallow Arch Mage Agnes on the order of another?
That was a better question. She had to be honest this time.
No.
My legs buckled, and I sat hard on the ground. How could this be? How? My brain went foggy, completely paralyzed by the lunacy of her testimony. Desperate for help, I turned to Nemantia, but she was submerged in the difficult spell. Temnon and Claude stood in shock, and Thayn focused on Iloress, anger shadowing his face.
Tell the court why you swallowed the Arch Mage of Second Earth.
She came here to spread lies and disharmony. My actions were justified.
She was lying! That horrible, rotting corpse lied, and none of these brainless lizards could see it! I staggered to my feet and clenched my hands around my knees to hold them steady. 
“That’s a llll…ttt…”
The interference seized my tongue and bent my words into a lie. I fought and struggled to speak the truth, but the harder I tried the more determined the lie became. It bulldozed its way to the front of my mouth.
QUIET!
The roaring command rattled my brain, and my shaking knees collapsed. I fell to the ground again, my legs twisted oddly. My muscles groaned in protest, but I was too weak to straighten them out.
Do not make this any worse. You are done here.
It was the regent. I felt his disappointment slicing through the raucous roars and jets of flame that filled the Hall of Ri Dauch. This was the end of Grimmal and Lumi. I had no hope of saving them now.
Dominath, I cried telepathically only to him. What happened?
I don’t know, child. I don’t know.
Kyprios beat his spade-tail flat on the ground several times and shot a flame into the chandelier above. Blue flame. I was unwelcomed on the dragon world. I’d somehow managed to offend an entire planet of dangerous, conniving killing machines. Crap! How did this happen? Who had it in for me and why?
The regent magically flew from his box to approach me.
Agnes Ann Cavanaugh of Second Earth, you are hereby banished forever from Third Earth on the command of Regent Menneth. Lumi of Fifth Earth, you are found guilty of the murder of Iloress and are sentenced, according to the Treaty of Dominath, to live your days in the Nia Nega Abyss. May your strength protect you.
“Regent Menneth,” King Odric bellowed in his official king voice. “Phar Sekmet has the right to plead for the lives of her citizens. You must delay the sentence until she delivers her address.”
We will honor that right, said Menneth, but in light of Iloress’s testimony, there is little doubt that the results of the trial will not be altered. Once again, those disappointed eye slits turned to me. Agnes, however, must leave at once, and never return.
“I’ll escort her home,” Temnon said.
Very well. Menneth scanned the room until he found his distant cousin lurking near the opening into the main floor of the arena. Bandlash, ensure she has no Aether Stone to Third Earth in her possession.
Bandlash scurried up to me, and with an apology in his blue eyes, his forked tongue searched my Aether pouch.  
No stone, Regent.
This trial is concluded until the arrival of Phar Sekmet.
Nemantia guided the body of Iloress back down to its tomb and Temnon replaced the floor. As the magic-coated spirit of the black dragon floated out of the tomb, she laughed at me, pointing and shaking with malicious glee. No one else saw it. Only I could see magic. Only I knew beyond a doubt that awful beast knowingly condemned my loyal friends to a fate worse than death.
“Grimmal, Lumi,” I tried to talk to them. “I . . .” 
But I had to stop. Horrible, insulting, hateful lies plagued my tongue. I formed a heart shape with my hands. I hoped they understood my true message. 
“First Earth,” Temnon called. 
I rushed to the circle, anxious to depart before anything else went wrong. Nemantia and Jenz joined me. 
“I’ll stay here and wait for Phar Sekmet’s arrival.” Claude backed out of the light. 
Temnon nodded stiffly and waved to his grandfather as we fell into the Jent Path.
He didn’t say a word the entire trip. I couldn’t say a word. I still felt the lying spell tugging on me.
“I felt like I had control of her,” Nemantia muttered to herself. 
“You did your best.” Jenz pulled her into a loving hug.
She snuggled into him, doubt and confusion contorting her beautiful face. She probably still wondered how the dragon lied while under her necromancer influence. Temnon had no doubt in his eyes. He had already decided. Iloress wasn’t lying. I was.
The Fulcrum brought me no relief or centering. Half of me remained with Lumi. For nearly an hour I regretted ever going to Third Earth and shrunk from Temnon’s harsh rejection. As the pressure built in my ears, I covered them with my hands, but they didn’t block the rush of the Jent Path hurling me toward First Earth or my memory shouting out my failures on the dragon world.
I closed my eyes until I felt the floor beneath my feet. 
“Agnes.” 
Temnon wasn’t the same. He kept finding things to look at other than me.
“What?”
“I can’t help you with your missions anymore. I’m going back to Third Earth to repair the damage to our alliance.”
“For how long?”
“Forever.”
“No, Temnon,” Nemantia gasped. “You’re leaving us?”
With quiet, immovable determination, he said, “It’s for the best, Nemmy. Third Earth is critical for universal peace. If it weren’t for the dragons, we’d have lost to Vi Lorina’s army.”
Nemantia’s tone grew low and intense. “Agnes defeated Vi Lorina. Not the dragons.”
“She was lucky. Everyone knows that. Even Grandpa Thayn knows that.”
Dread crawled through my scalp. Rein was right. Thayn expected Temnon to be the next ambassador and filled his head with nonsense to convince him to dump me. 
“What else did he say?” I asked softly.
“Look.” Temnon threw out both hands defensively. “It’s not personal, but in a real war against evil, it’s the dragons who are going to win. Agnes, you’re just a Second Earth kid who doesn’t know what she’s doing. The radicals are still running loose on Third Earth, and Rein says Suelta is gathering an army. If war breaks out on Fourth Earth, we’ll need the dragons to fight her. I must do what is best for everyone, and that means saving face with the court and repairing your damage.”
“I don’t understand, Tem,” Nemantia breathed, stunned. “Is this because you think Agnes is lying to you?”
“I know she’s lying to me!” Temnon thundered, anger blotching his pale face. “It’s the only logical explanation. She was scared and tried to make a statement, but she’s got no sense and no control of her magic. Her rookie moves offended a popular dragon noble, and now my best friend is going to spend the rest of his life rotting in prison, thinking about his daughter in an abyss of death all because Agnes messed up.”
“Hey, now, Tem,” started Jenz, but Temnon glared at him so fiercely, he shut up.
Darkness fogged up my head. I couldn’t think. I had no argument and no excuse. I felt empty and worthless. I blew it. I sucked. I’d known from the beginning I didn’t deserve his love, and now I didn’t even deserve his courtesy. 
In a monotone drone, Temnon said, “I want my Aether Stone back.” 
With limbs as heavy as rock, I shifted the skirt of the coral dress and reached into my Aether pouch to retrieve it.
“Stop,” Nemantia whispered with her hand pressed against her mouth. “Temnon, don’t do this. Aggie, no.”
I barely had the energy to give it to him. This was so much worse than blocking someone on social media. I gave him my only access to First Earth. I’d never be able to visit him again. I’d never see Nemantia, Dame Maudine, or Chiri. Worst of all, I’d never earn his forgiveness. Never.
“Second Earth,” I muttered, my hand on my thigh. The golden light spread under me. “Goodbye, Nemmy.” 
Tears erupted in her eyes, and she buried her face into Jenz. 
“Goodbye, Temnon,” I said. “I’ve always hated you.”
The color drained from Temnon’s face, and his eyes clouded with despair. I let that horrible phrase out without thinking. I’d grown too tired to fight the lies pushing on me. Now my favorite person in the universe not only hated me, but thought I hated him too. I weakly shook my head against the awful words I’d said, but it wasn’t enough. I fell into the Jent Path knowing it wasn’t enough.
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I hardly remembered arriving in my Apex. I dropped my phone and watch and shuffled like a zombie to the surface of the island. I crawled on the white sand to a flat stone at the edge of the ocean. Soaking my feet in the tide pools usually made me feel better. Not this time. My favorite fish nibbled my toes, but I didn’t feel it. Or the water. Or the cool, night breeze. 
I felt nothing other than my own useless, failed, unworthy misery. 
My friends that saved me from a life of freakish loneliness were gone forever, and it was all my own stupid fault. They’d be far better off if I’d let myself be digested like a good girl. I was no arch mage, just a scarred freak too afraid to ride a train. I might as well walk straight into the ocean and let Fido eat me. My life was over anyway.
All the panic I’d felt over the last few days fizzed to the surface. The tremble in my hands spread into my lungs, and my breathing shuddered and raced out of control. I slumped over on the bench and burst into uncontrollable sobs. Tears glued sand to my cheek and rubbed them raw against the stone, but I didn’t care. I’d stifled my tears enough. I cried until I forgot how to inhale, and the beach spun in dizzying circles.
I woke to a bizarre whirring. Sand dislodged from my lashes and fell into my eyes, but I lacked the strength to wipe them away. My brain was mush. My motivation to live was zero. Something black buzzed around my face, but I didn’t care.
“Agnes! Agnes, are you okay?” 
Oh. A drone. But who cared? Tiny speakers projected Kymm’s worried voice into my throbbing head. 
“Are you sick? Or injured?”
My throat was dry and raw. “Worse,” I croaked, mostly to myself.
“Oh my gosh,” she cried. “Oh my gosh! Agnes needs help!” That time was muffled, like she turned away from her microphone. She got loud again. “Can you make it to your mage door? Lord Chevlin is here for the test. He’ll fix you.”
I didn’t recognize the words. I heard them, but they didn’t register. “Test?”
“We’re all here—me, Colucci, Maudine and Lord Chevlin. We’ve been setting up for days already. Remember?”
My brain didn’t understand for the longest time. Then a beautiful ribbon of hope weaved between the waves of dark anguish. With shaking arms, I pushed myself to a sitting position.
Maudine and Lord Chevlin were with Kymm. I gave up Temnon’s Aether Stone to First Earth, but they still had one of mine. In fact, I exchanged Stones with Nemantia too. Maybe it wasn’t too late. I’d write Temnon a letter and apologize for that awful lie that came out of my mouth. And for being arrogant enough to try to think for myself.
I dragged myself back into my Apex and found my phone on the floor. I called Mom and put it on speaker. It rang on the desk while I dug through my magic stuff and found Nemantia’s Aether Stone. It was still its original size, as big as a paperback romance novel.
“Hello?”
“Mom. I’m back.”
“Oh, good. How was the mission?”
“I blew it.” I hauled up the fluffy skirt and shoved the Stone into the straps of my Aether pouch. “Grimmal’s going to prison. Lumi’s guilty of murder. All my fault.”
“What?” she shrieked.
“Come to D.C. and I’ll tell you all at the same time.”
“D.C.? I’ll find Dr. B and Sadie and wait at your bedroom door.”
“’Kay.”
I hung up and slipped my cell into my pouch. Barely able to move, I opened my mage door to Kymm’s laboratory. Colucci and Chevlin were waiting. Spots swam, and I felt myself tilting forward.
“Oh no, Agnes,” Kymm yelled from behind them.
Colucci grabbed me and set me into a reclining chair that reminded me of cavities and root canals. 
“You’re pale as chalk,” he said.
My sweet, eccentric Dame Maudine pushed Colucci aside and leaned over me, gravity pulling her wrinkles even deeper. “He’s right, my dear, you look positively quanked.” 
I thought I’d never see her again. A tragic gasp escaped my lips.
“Deary me, darling child. Whatever happened?”
“Everything that’s baaaaad,” I sobbed. 
Lord Chevlin’s rose-gold magic scanned me. “Your vitals are barely registering, and you used my circlet.”
Dame Maudine clucked her tongue and patted my hand. “I had a feeling,” she said. “An achy, nervous feeling that tickled the inside of my sternum. What happened, dearest?” 
“Door,” I blurted to Kymm, weakly pointing. 
She got the idea and closed it. I wished for my bedroom in the New York mansion. When Kymm opened the door, Mom, Dr. Buchanan, and Sadie rushed into the crowded lab. Mom slid her arms under my shoulders to hold me. Behind her, Sadie’s empathetic sadness made me lose it even more. I buried my head into Mom’s shoulder.
“Agnes, you aren’t responding to my spells,” Lord Chevlin said with concern. “To properly treat you, I must know what’s happened.” 
I told them about the secrets, the conspiracy, and getting eaten. I tried telling them about my hijacked truth and how Iloress doomed Lumi, but the lies prying my mouth got so bad I shut up and grabbed a pen from Colucci’s jacket pocket. He snatched an old envelope from Kymm’s desk and gave it to me. I wrote furiously.
 
She lied! Even her corpse lied! Every time I try to tell what really happened, I say the opposite. I feel like I've been drugged, and my brain forgot how to think. How can I help Grimmal and Lumi when my magic is broken?
 
They all stood still, shoulders hunched, eyes tracking my scribbles. Mom interpreted my handwriting first, knowing it best. 
“Oh, honey,” she comforted me, “none of your friends believe you intentionally offended that dragon. No one blames you.”
She was wrong. Temnon blamed me. I blamed me too. Everyone should blame me.
“This is clearly not the time for frivolous experiments,” Maudine said. “Chevlin, you treat Agnes as best you can, then disassemble the equipment. I’ll go help with Grimmal and Lumi. Perhaps my status as the Warrior Queen will influence the dragon court.”
Kymm sprang to her feet, sending her office chair wheeling into the mainframe.
“No!” she yelled. “This is the perfect time for experiments. Agnes’s gift doesn’t work right. Maybe science can find out why.” 
“I don’t think so, Miss Kymm,” placated Maudine. “Whatever is interfering with Agnes is almost certainly of a magical nature.”
Kymm didn’t give up. “My equipment is the most advanced on the planet. And if they don’t find anything, then Lord Chevlin’s instruments should, right? I mean, it’s better than doing nothing.”
Maudine paused. Kymm took that as permission to proceed with the experiment and dug into a duffle bag sitting on her desk.
“All we need to do is take new readings and find inconsistencies,” she said, grinning like a nerd at a comic convention. 
“And compare it to what?” Dr. Buchanan said. “You have no control data.”
“Wrong!” Kymm spun around and pointed a bottle of rubbing alcohol at him. “I gave Agnes a polygraph test for the FBI, remember? I made copies of my results.”
Kymm wiped my forehead with a cotton ball dampened with alcohol and slapped on a sticky pad connected to a wire. I leaned back. There was no stopping her now. She hummed and “ba-dap-ba-da-ed” the theme song to her favorite forensic detective TV show as she pasted a dozen sticky pad leads under the coral dress. 
Dame Maudine and Lord Chevlin scurried about, finetuning their own equipment. Waves of sparkling alchemist magic mingled with the blinking lights of the computer towers, and the soft clicking of brass cogs percussed in harmony with Kymm’s keyboard. The thin ribbon of hope inside me thickened, just a bit. 
Colucci grunted as he hauled in an old-fashioned polygraph machine. “Isn’t this antique a little old school for you, Kymm?”
“I’m using four different polygraph programs besides that old antique,” Kymm replied. “The more input we record, the more accurate the results.”
She yanked a sticky pad off my left temple, wiped it with an alcohol pad, and waved her hand at it to dry it quicker. Once dry, she charged toward my head with another cotton ball. 
Sadie intercepted her. “I’ll do that,” she volunteered, taking the cotton from Kymm. “Agnes has been through enough without being assaulted by a mad scientist.”
Kymm’s mouth opened in stunned self-realization, then half-smiled, proud of the accusation. Sadie gently wiped off my sweating temple and held my hand while Kymm reattached the lead. 
“Thanks for being here, Sades.” Grateful for the moral support, I forced a smile for her. 
“No problem.” She squeezed my hand. “I’m surprised Temnon isn’t here with you.”
“He dumped me.” The dark, confusing emptiness threatened to overcome me. 
Horror lifted her impeccably shaped brows. “Babe, no.”
Unable to meet Sadie’s pitying frown, I bit the inside of my cheek and turned my head to allow Kymm to check the other leads.
Lord Chevlin clapped. “I’ve completed my preparations, Miss Kymm. Are you almost ready?”
Kymm typed furiously. “And three, two, one . . .” The tower of computers nearest me powered up, and the needles on the old-fashioned polygraph machine jumped to life. “Ignition!” she cheered, then she clicked on a digital recorder. “This is Kymm Zhou. February twenty-third, zero-nine-twenty-one hours. Test subject, Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, question series one. Ready to begin, Agnes?”
“Sure,” I muttered blankly. 
“What is your name?”
“Agnes Ann Cavanaugh.”
The machines whirred away calmly.
“What is your title?”
“Arch Mage of Second Earth.”
The happy whirring continued.
“Will this planet be safe from earthquakes from here on out?”
“Barring interruption, yes.”
Several relieved vocalizations joined the machines. No one doubted me in the least. They didn’t understand the severity of the spell that had taken over my truth.
“Did you intentionally offend the black dragon?”
“Yes. I hated her.”
My answer came out dead calm, but the computers went nuts. Beeps and alarms blared, the screen flashed with readings, and the needles on the old-fashioned polygraph machine coated the paper with black streaks.
“How entirely odd.” Dame Maudine came over and pressed a forefinger to my nose. “You didn’t stutter at all.”
“Nope.”
“You really don’t like lying, do you, dearling? According to these machines, that hasn’t changed at all.”
Kymm twisted a knob on the polygraph. “Let’s try again. Lie on purpose this time.”
“How about a factual lie?” suggested Lord Chevlin. “Something that—”
“Two plus two equals pi,” I interrupted.
Again, the machines detected the lie, but not my gift.
“That darn lead,” Kymm muttered to herself. She ripped off the wire connected to my left temple and replaced the sticky pad with a new one. “Again, Agnes.”
“Two plus two equals green.” 
Under the alarms, I heard Kymm clicking the mouse a few times. She pushed away from her desk and yanked off that same wire again. She pulled off the lead connected to my wrist and stuck it to my head.
“Once more,” she directed.
“Two plus two equals omega.”
“This is really weird,” Kymm stared at my head. “I’m getting no readings from this spot, no matter what lead I paste there. Come see.” 
Everyone crowded around her huge monitors. Between the bodies I saw a human diagram like in a medical book. It had major nerves illustrated on the right side and muscle groups on the left. Little green lights on the figure shone where I had corresponding sticky pads stuck to my skin, but on my forehead, a red light blinked.
“Reboot and try again?” Colucci suggested.
“I don’t need to reboot.” Kymm’s passion rose, jabbing the figure’s forehead on her screen. “It’s a win for science. That’s the spot. That’s where the interference originates!”
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Simultaneously, they all turned and peered at my forehead. I reached up but felt only skin. 
With one purposeful step, Lord Chevlin placed a hand on my forehead. “I feel no curse, no poison, and no enchantments. There is nothing there.”
Great. We found the spot, but not the problem. 
“Wait,” Sadie spoke up, “where did I see that little mirror?” She scrambled around me to a table and scooped up a tiny mirror with a long, angled handle used for computer repairs. “You can still see magic, right?” she asked, shoving the mirror into my hand. “Do you see anything?”
I held the small, round surface up to the reddish patch of irritated skin where the sticky pad had been ripped off and replaced repeatedly. No glittering magic sparkled, only a dull speck of grime stuck to the pad’s residue. I rubbed my finger across it to clean it off, but it didn’t budge. I licked my finger and tried again, but the stubborn bit of whatever it was stayed glued to my raw forehead.
“Do you see that dirt?” I asked Sadie, pointing my fingernail at the tiny speck.
She grabbed my cheeks and turned my head in every direction. Everyone else leaned in as well.
“No,” she said. “Is it magic?”
That was a good question. I squinted at the mirror, obsessing over the grime. It didn’t look like magic at all. I touched it but didn’t feel the grainy texture I expected. Turning my head to catch the light, the speck lengthened a fraction, like a shadow. It didn’t sparkle, or radiate power like regular wizard magic, but it had to be some form of magic if Sadie couldn’t see it.
“It might be magic, but it’s tiny. I’m going to go inside my head for a few minutes. I’m not dead or unconscious, so no one panic and try CPR.”
“Got it.” Sadie gave me a firm nod.
I closed my eyes and slipped deep inside myself. My magic ocean’s brilliant white glow dimmed to a dull gray. 
You’ve suffered quite a bit recently, I said in thought to my magic.
We have suffered.
I think you’re suppressed by a spell. Do you feel its influence?
The truth is hidden.
It is. Let’s reveal it. We remember the spell used on Suelta, the queen of the sirens? That spell strips away false realities. Let’s see if it works on curses.
My magic hummed with excitement, and deep beneath its surface, a ball of power glowed. I poured my own energy into it and helped it expand into a substantial spell.
Ready? I asked. My magic brimmed with anticipation. I opened my eyes and shouted aloud, “Now!”
A magical shockwave blasted from my chest. 
“Ow, you shocked me!” cried Sadie, yanking her hand from my head. 
Everyone leaned back as a gust of energy buffeted their faces and blew their hair. Kymm’s glasses flew askance and Colucci’s old jacket flapped behind him.
Behind them all, Lord Chevlin’s delicate instruments whirred to life. A clockwork machine whined with a high pitch and a wisp of smoke rose from the gears. At its top, a wheel spun until it took off like helicopter blades and smashed into the light fixture above. Bits of glass tinkled on the equipment and Kymm’s computers blared in alarm. A burst of sparks blew a surge protector in the corner followed by three more. Kymm squealed and grabbed a fire extinguisher.
“Holy vitas above!” Maudine wheezed. “No wonder I can’t fix your neuropathy. Not with power like that working inside you.” Eyeing the wheel dangling from the broken fixture, she asked, “Chevlin? What was the reading?” 
Lord Chevlin waved away the smoke and fiddled with a few knobs. “She blasted off the chart in less than a second.”
Oops. I didn’t mean to break all that expensive equipment. “Sorry.”
“Never mind, sunshine,” Mom said. “Did you fix your magic?”
“Two plus two equals fffahvvve.” I stuttered intelligibly. “I did it!” My legs kicked with excitement. “My truth is healed!”
Everyone cheered, and I giggled with a happiness I never expected to feel again. The empty darkness vanished. It was like I’d shaken off death and found life again. I no longer believed for one instant that any of this was my fault. And I knew I loved Temnon with all my heart, even after what he’d said to me.
“I’m happy for you, kid,” Colucci grunted. “But how did this happen in the first place? Someone must have cursed you or whatever.”
“Indeed.” Lord Chevlin scanned me again. “Your readings are better this time. I see now there was a spell on you, but it was expertly concealed. Someone wanted you hindered, but not enough to alert others to your plight. Who placed the spell?”
“I have no idea.”
“They would have to be close to lay such a subtle enchantment.” Maudine paced back and forth by the ruined equipment. “Were you able to discern its purpose or nature?”
“No,” I admitted. “I barely saw it. More of a shadow than magic.”
“Then we can’t trace the spell back through its type.”
Crud. I wished I’d conducted a few experiments of my own before I demolished it. Knowing the magic type would narrow down the wizard. 
“No way of tracing it, then?” Mom said regretfully.
“Nobody said that.” Kymm dropped the fire extinguisher with a clatter and returned to her keyboard.
“I didn’t fry your hardware, did I?” I asked. 
“Maybe a few towers, but the surge protectors took the brunt of the energy.” Her monitor lit up as she typed, much to my relief. “Give me your watch.”
“My watch?” I parroted. “I left it in the Apex.” 
I wished for the Apex as Kymm snatched open the closet. She returned with the watch and the acid-damaged band fell apart in her hand as she connected it to her computer.
“Whew. The chip is intact.” She found a new band while a downloading bar on the computer screen inched along. “Maybe the camera caught your evil wizard.”
“I’m still not sure I like this picture thing,” I said.
“My system is hack-proof. Your truth, on the other hand, is one well-worded question from giving away everything.”
“I’ve thought it all along,” Sadie chimed in, “every girl has her secrets. Agnes, you need to learn how to—” 
“Lie?” 
“No,” she insisted, “not lie—outwit bad guys. You’ve been questioned once; you will be again. Your life might depend on it someday.”
“Street smarts.” Colucci yanked on his lapels. “My area of expertise.” He planted a beat-up shoe on the foot of my chair and leaned on his knee. “There’s an art to interrogation, missy, and that applies to both sides of the table. Criminals evade questions by asking questions. It’s a distraction technique, to mislead the interrogator. It won’t fool Kymm, or the FBI, but it’ll help you out in a pinch. Give it a try.”
“Okay.”
“So, Miss Cavanaugh, have you ever been to another planet?”
“Have you had your head checked recently?” My sentence flowed naturally. 
“Nice snark, Ags,” complimented Sadie. 
“Interesting.” Kymm grabbed her recorder and clicked the button, “Subject is capable of evading incriminating questions by becoming the aggressor.”
I didn’t want to be an aggressor, but it might be necessary at times. Especially when innocent lives were at stake. Colucci asked a few more questions, and I relaxed. I fooled the polygraph programs for a solid two minutes, much to my delight.
“Splendid, Agnes,” Dame Maudine remarked. “However, as an arch mage, you frequently deal with world leaders. I’m quite sure most dignitaries will be offended by your sarcastic talents, rather than impressed.”
Lord Chevlin added, “Reason or psychology will get the same result as sarcasm.”
“And three, two, one . . . ignition!” Kymm called. 
Thousands of pictures blinked onto her screens. Figuring Kymm was finished testing, I started peeling off the remaining sticky pads while the others checked the pictures. Huge chunks of them were only big, black squares. 
“We’ll delete all the frames when your watch was covered by your armor,” Kymm said, clicking away. “Tons of frames are the underside of tables and stuff, but there are some usable images. This one is nice.”
Kymm rotated the frame, and I recognized Earth 22 and High King Po Lan, his chamber with the inlaid metal blazed in digital glory on the monitor. My tiny watch cam captured Adrina, Lumi, Temnon, and even that weird little servant. 
A hundred shots later, the heavenly grandeur of the Fulcrum played frame by frame. Kymm and Colucci gawked at the screens. It didn’t matter which way my watch pointed, stars and galaxies lay in every direction. 
“I can’t believe this is real,” breathed Kymm. “The watch doesn’t even have a telescopic lens.”
Then we landed in Odric’s throne room, joined the Odonatas, and met Dominath on the colonnade.
“Zounds,” remarked Colucci, “what a beast. You were on a planet filled with those?” 
“I need better parameters,” Kymm announced. “Lord Chevlin? How close would the caster have to be?”
“I’d say it could only be laid by a touch.”
Kymm typed, developing an algorithm on the fly. “And when did it first happen?”
“Um,” I pondered. “I first noticed it leaving Earth 22. Temnon asked me a question, and when I answered, I didn’t feel the truth or a lie. That sometimes happens, when the truth doesn’t apply or hasn’t been decided yet, but this time was different, and it worried me. It grew steadily worse over time. But Third Earth is where it really shut me down. Except in the core. My gift worked just fine in the core.”
“Got it,” Kymm typed like the wind. “I’ll refine this algorithm to pinpoint a specific frame. Hopefully, we’ll luck out.”
“Oh look,” said Dame Maudine. “That picture of Nemantia moves.”
A minimized box in the corner of the screen played over the still shots from my watch. I recognized my Apex. Chiri stood on the glass, playing with the fish, and Nemantia, hands clasped, anxiously stared at my mage door. I hopped off the chair, went to the closet where my crest still hung, and wished for my Apex. 
As I opened the door, Nemantia grabbed my hand and dragged me into the Apex. “I’m so sorry, Agnes. Please forgive me. This is all my fault because I didn’t trust my own magic.”
“What are you talking about?”
Her explanation tumbled out like a river released from a dam. “I’ve been afraid of it since Vi Lorina, at least the parts that don’t deal with healing. Summoning Iloress terrified me, and I thought I had control, but she still lied, so maybe I’m too weak.” She paused to press her hands against her temples. “Oh, Agnes, someone has been calling me, for months. Someone from the afterlife. I was too scared to answer the call, but I finally did. I know I’m not making much sense.” She turned to the others. “My apologies, but Agnes must come with me immediately. To the spirit world.”
 
 


I Die . . . Kind Of
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The spirit world? I’d been wanting to go there for ages, but why now with everything going on?
“Will it help Grimmal and Lumi?” I asked Nemantia.
“I sincerely hope so, but we must hurry.”
“No. No, hold on.” Mom clambered around the chair and pushed Lord Chevlin aside. “Why the spirit world? That’s where dead people go.”
 “I have power over the connection between life and death,” Nemantia said. “I can visit the spirit world mentally, but for Agnes to go there . . .” She squeezed her own hand so tight her fingertips turned white. “I have to separate her spirit from her body.”
“Separate? That sounds a lot like actually dying.”
Mom would know. She died during an earthquake, and Nemantia magically caught her spirit while Lord Chevlin healed her body.
“Agnes won’t be dead,” Nemantia assured her. “Her body will be in an unconscious state. I have a room in the palace specially designed to keep clients’ mortal bodies safe while visiting the other side.”
Mom remained unconvinced and pressed the princess for more. “You’re telling me there is no risk? No danger at all?”
Nemantia studied the ground. “Well, there is a slight risk. She must stay close to me in the spirit world, or she might get lost.”
“Lost? Lost how?”
“I’m a very good necromancer,” Nemantia said with only a slight tremble in her voice. “I’ve summoned lost spirits before, but if Agnes is scared or disoriented and doesn’t hear me, she might wander between worlds, neither in the spirit realm nor the mortal one. Lost.”
Mom shifted her weight to one foot and crossed her arms. “I don’t know about this.”
“The spirit world is pretty.” Chiri’s magic gleamed as she sent bits of solid light flitting among the fish. “It’s like dreaming. Nemantia let me visit Sempira when she died. I wanted to live there with my sister, but she said I have to work hard and learn to be happy here first.”
Chiri’s sweet description softened Mom a shade, and I took full advantage of it.
“Mom. Lumi saved me from being digested alive. I can’t let her be sent to the Nia Nega Abyss. I can’t.” 
With reluctance, Mom huffed a long breath. “Okay, sunshine, you can go.” Then she asked Nemantia, “Can you take her from here? I don’t like her leaving. Not until we know who placed that spell on her.”
“You found the spell?” Nemantia turned to me eagerly. “Is your magic whole again?”
“Yes. Kymm found it.”
“How wonderful! Did Lord Chevlin dissolve it?”
“Nope. I blew it to smithereens.”
“That and half my laboratory,” Kymm added from the D.C. side of the door. 
“Sades?” I invited her into my Apex. “Want to watch?”
She whipped out her cell phone and checked the screen. “Um, not this time,” she balked, twisting a curl around her finger. “I’ve got an important phone call to make, but I’d love to some other time.”
She still acted all suspicious, but now wasn’t the time to wring the gossip out of her. 
“What about you, Dr. B?”
“I’d best return to New York with Sadie and make excuses for our sudden disappearance to Ms. Chippy. She is getting harder and harder to placate. I shall soon need a pocket organizer to track all your secrets.”
“Okay,” I hurried back into Kymm’s lab, my coral skirts brushing past the doorway. “Hang on a second, Nemmy. I’ll have to open my mage door for them.” 
I gave Sadie a huge hug. “Love you, Sades.” 
“Be careful, babe.”
I closed the door and wished for my bedroom in the New York mansion. Dr. B squeezed my shoulder as they passed through. 
“Come home and tell us everything as soon as you can,” he said. “I fully expect an accurate description of the spirit world for a future novel.”
“Sure thing, Dr. B.”
I slammed the door shut and opened it immediately on my Apex. Dame Maudine and Lord Chevlin followed me in, and I grabbed my crest from the door.
“Be back soon, guys,” I said to Kymm and Colucci.
“And I’ll have answers for you,” Kymm said.
“The spirit world,” Colucci muttered to himself. “Glad it’s not me.”
I closed the mage door again. Nemantia brightened at my quick return. 
“Let’s go to the spirit world straight away, Agnes. They’re waiting for us. Great-grammy, you should come too.” 
“I think not, lovey,” she answered. “If I go to my spirit home now, I’m sure I won’t want to come back to the mortal realm, and I’m still needed. But never you fear, Lord Chevlin and I shall keep Agnes’s unconscious body safe while you two have a nice visit.”
Mom fluffed a throw pillow. “I’m guessing you’d better lie down,” she said, propping it against the arm of the couch.
Lord Chevlin dragged the settee closer for the princess, and she lay down as well.
“Do I have to do anything?” I asked her.
“Just close your eyes and relax,” she told me. “I’ll take care of everything.”
I did as she asked. A tug of power deep inside me coaxed my mind into a blurry fog, and I knew this would be no mere nap.
Everything was dark at first. A dim circle of light far ahead of me widened until it encompassed me. I found myself in the sky. Clouds of every shape and size hung in the peaceful blue all around me, even beneath my bare feet. Though I stood on the air, the bottoms of my feet connected with a solid surface. I rose on my tiptoes to test it. Yup. Solid. Far in the distance, a rosy sun shone on the horizon, or rather between the horizons, one facing up and one facing down. I stood between two separate worlds. Huge, tropically colored birds instantly inverted as they crossed the light of the sun, then they continued their path as calmly as before, only upside down.
“Oh, Agnes,” Nemantia said breathlessly, “you are beautiful.”
“Huh?”
Then I saw her. She wore a gown made of light, and purity shone from her face. She had seemed flawless to me before, but now she was ethereal perfection. She smiled at my gaping and turned me around.
“What do you see?”
“Can’t you see it? We’re standing in the sky. The two horizons are unique, though. Are we upside down? Or right side up?”
“I don’t know,” she laughed. “I always see the courtyard outside the palace. To me, the gate looks like the main doors. Few people I bring here see something other than the ordinary. The sky sounds lovely.”
“Gate?”
As I spoke, a cloud thinned and revealed a gate made of golden bars. It was upside down. Following the birds’ example, I walked to it, instantly flipping upside down, only I didn’t feel upside down. No matter which horizon I faced, it felt normal.
“Now what?” I asked as Nemantia flipped and joined me. 
“They promised to meet us here.”
“We can’t go in the gate?”
“No, Agnes. I only have power over the connection between life and death. No further. Going beyond the gate means forfeiting your physical body. Only those who have filled their lives and passed through death earn the right to enter.”
“What happens if I just walk through?”
“I don’t know. I don’t like breaking the rules. You’ll probably die. Unless it isn’t your time, then you might get kicked out. Maybe something worse. Please don’t experiment.”
“I won’t. I was just curious.”
“Look.” Nemantia pointed through the bars. “They are coming.”
Three people approached the gate, two men and a woman, but they shone too brightly for me to recognize them. I shielded my eyes with my hand.
 “Don’t worry. They will tone down their glory to talk to us,” Nemantia said, her hands raised as well.
“Glory?”
“The light. They shine with glory.”
“I thought truth was light.”
“Oh, Agnes.” Nemantia giggled. “Everything that’s good is light.”
The tiny sparkle of interference spell on my head wasn’t light. More like grime. It had to be evil. The three spirits drew near and Nemantia called out to them. 
“Hello, everyone. I brought her. This is Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, the Wielder of Truth.”
“Aggie, my baby. You’ve grown so much.”
I didn’t recognize his voice, but I wanted to leap through the bars to be with him. Stronger by far than an instinct, a true yearning drew me to the gate.
“Dad?”
The light around him dimmed, and I knew him at once. I knew all of him, not just his identity, but his id and his potential. We were linked together forever. I reached to hug him, but my arms wouldn’t pass through the bars.
“Hold on there, peanut,” he laughed. “You’ll have to wait until you enter the spirit world officially for a hug.”
“Oh,” I whined, disappointed. 
“Be patient,” he smiled, “we will be together again soon enough.”
I drank in his genuine, uncompromised love. “I wished you hadn’t died, Dad.”
He raised his glory-whitened eyebrows. “Are you sure? If I hadn’t died, you would never have met Dr. Buchanan or found your Aether Stone. You’d be a normal teenager, not a world-saving wizard.”
“Normal sounds easy.”
“Not easy,” he said warmly, “just a different kind of hard. Here in the spirit realm, you have perfect perspective. Trust me. When we are together again, you’ll be grateful for every difficult lesson you had to learn.”
With that kind of sincerity, I had no choice but to believe him. “Mom thinks about you every day. Do you have a message for her?”
“Tell her I love her, and I always will, but she needs to stop mourning and find someone to make her happy. There’s no need to live in grief and regret.”
Mom lived in grief and regret? I never knew. She always seemed happy and in control. 
“Don’t look so stricken, peanut,” he said. “Your mom has you and look at what a beauty you’ve become. Hair like your mother, but you have my eyes. And what you’ve accomplished! I couldn’t be prouder.”
“Yeah,” I said, “I defeated Vi Lorina, I guess.”
“That was a great accomplishment, but not your greatest.”
“Um, discovering the sun larva?”
“No, try again.”
“I don’t know. Those two things were pretty monumental.”
He bent over, so his face met mine, separated only by the width of the bars. His glory warmed my face.
“Your greatest accomplishment happens every day. When you wake up in the morning and keep trying. It’s not about winning or perfection. It’s about trying, every day, to be better.”
It had been a while since my gift of truth worked properly, and when the hum of truth purred in my soul, it thrilled me. All I had to do was try. That why I managed to do great things: I kept trying. Even when I faced psycho witches and giant megalomags, even when I failed miserably the first time and even the second or third or fourth time. I had to keep trying. 
This was one of those unchangeable, eternal truths. More precious than gold. True knowledge.
“Agnes, you have friends depending on you. It’s time to get back to work.”
“Yes,” I said. “I have to save Lumi and Grimmal.”
His glory returned until it became painful to be near him. 
“I love you, Agnes. I’ll wait for the proper time, then I’ll give you the biggest hug you’ve ever had.”
He left, but I didn’t feel sad. I felt complete. Best visit ever.
“Thank you, Mr. Cavanaugh,” Nemantia called. Once my dad faded out of sight, Nemantia gestured to the other two figures. “Now, Agnes. Meet my grandparents.”
“It’s so wonderful to meet you at last,” greeted a deep voice.
A cold, hard reality choked in my chest. I knew that voice. Suddenly frightened, the solid surface beneath my feet grew spongy.
“No, Agnes.” Nemantia gripped my elbow. “Don’t run.”
“She’s afraid, poor thing,” said the other personage in a warm, female voice. “Not that I can blame her. Dear, let her see you.”
The light dimmed until I saw their faces. I didn’t bother looking at the female; the male was the only one that mattered. The blinding light faded, showing his dark hair, broad chest, and full jowls. I slipped further down in the sky, grasping for Nemantia’s gown of light to catch myself. It was Thayn Rayden, Nemantia’s grandfather, and the ambassador of Third Earth. 
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Panicking, my right foot punched through the solidness, and I fell to the side.
“Stop, Agnes.” Nemantia’s gripping hands slipped down to my wrists. “Don’t get lost! You’ll never find your way home alone.”
“But it’s—” I stammered, staring at the spirit of Thayn. “He—it can’t be.”
First, Thayne convinced Temnon to dump me. And now he followed me here? What did he want from me?
My left foot sunk into the spongy sky. I teetered dangerously and looked down at the sky below me. I’d fall down, I mean up, forever.
Nemantia strained to keep her grip. “You can’t wander off, Aggie.”
“Do I look like I’m wandering?” I cried, clinging to her. “I’m going to fall!”
“You’re not falling. It’s your faith wavering. What do you see? The sky? It’s all your mind’s interpretation.” 
My fists slipped down her gown of light until I grasped the edge of her hem. She bent over, both hands tight on my wrists.
“Aggie, if you give up, you’ll separate from me. Trust yourself. Look at him carefully and trust yourself.”
I forced my head around, dreading his judging scowls, but this Thayn had a ready smile and merry eyes. He didn’t frighten me nearly as much as the Thayn of Third Earth. The truth started to sink in. Two Thayns?
“Twins?” I stammered. After all, his sons were twins, and I knew twins ran in families.
“No, miss.” The male spirit squatted down behind the gate to gaze at me earnestly. “I am the one and only Thayn Rayden.”
“But—but—if you’re here . . .” I stuttered.
“Yes,” he encouraged. “Work it out. If I’m here, then?”
“. . . then who is on Third Earth?”
“Who indeed?” He bellowed with indignance and sprung upright. “That vile imposter. Spreading lies and disgracing the good name of Rayden.”
“Plus, he murdered you to take your place,” added Nemantia’s grandmother, Thayn’s wife. “I’m not complaining, however. I missed you terribly.”
“Dear Fala,” he said and caressed her cheek. “I’m so happy to be here with you, but that troublemaker is causing our grandchildren to doubt themselves. I won’t stand for it.”
Thayn, the real Thayn, was dead. His spirit resided here in the afterlife. The Thayn on Third Earth was an imposter and, most likely, the mastermind pulling the strings. He put the spell on me. He poisoned the dragons and Temnon against me. The sky hardened beneath my feet, and I climbed back up to where Nemantia stood. 
“Well done, my girl,” praised Thayn. “You have the strength of iron inside of you.”
“She’s quite intelligent too,” Fala said. “And her light—what a beautiful soul.”
“Not intelligent enough,” I protested. “I didn’t know Thayn was an imposter. I got no hint of a lie from him.”
“Don’t blame yourself, Agnes,” Nemantia said. “He’s my grandfather, and I couldn’t see the difference.”
I snapped my fingers in sudden realization. “That’s why he refused to come visit you. You’re a necromancer. If you suspected and came here to check, you could prove he was an imposter.” Eager for answers, I asked Thayn, “How long have you been here?”
“Hmm,” he pursed his lips. “It’s difficult to say. Time is quite different here in the spirit realm. It’s been years for certain.”
“And you didn’t contact Nemmy right away?”
Nemantia cleared her throat, ashamed. “I was possessed by Vi Lorina for years, remember?”
Six years to be exact. Vi Lorina pretended to be a lost spirit when Nemantia was only fourteen. I was glad the predatory banshee died.
“But what about another necromancer?” I said. “Temnon said they are used to find murderers.”
“They are,” Nemantia said. “But only if someone from the mortal world requests a visit here. No one knew Grandpa Thayn was dead, so no request was made. Spirits can’t speak to mortals outside of their own family ties. He tried to nudge Claude and Odric, and even Maudine, but they aren’t as sensitive to spirit influence as I am. He tried several times to call, but I was too afraid to answer.”
“Not your fault, dear,” Fala comforted. “Not in the least.”
“Nope,” I agreed. “Not in the least.” I hugged Nemantia tight. “So, who is it?” I asked Thayn. “Who killed you? Did you see what he looked like before he stole your appearance?”
“I didn’t see a thing,” he said regretfully. “I remember falling, and crawling, fighting for life. But, even as my spirit left my body, I saw nothing. It was dark, and a blur of shadow concealed his presence. If it was a him. It might have been a her. I do know I’m not a draugr. My physical body lies in the tombs beneath the court of the noblesse.”
I guess that was something. Stupid manipulating imposter. He had to be stopped before he corrupted Temnon, imprisoned Grimmal, and doomed Lumi to the Nia Nega Abyss.
“What about his magic?” I asked the two spirits. “Do you know what kind of magic he has?”
Fala shook her head, while her husband crossed his arms over his large chest and leaned back, his face sinking into his jowls while he thought. I’d seen Fake Thayn do that exact thing. His impression of the original was perfect.
“I have no experience with that type of magic,” Thayn admitted, “but I know just the person to figure out what it is. She’s a truth wizard and absolutely brilliant at magic.”
“Another truth wizard?” I asked, stunned.
Thayn slumped and turned to his wife. “She’s still working on that self-confidence thing, apparently.”
“You meant me?” I said. “Ugh! How many times do I have to learn this lesson?”
“Be patient with yourself, Agnes,” Fala advised. “We learn the same concept on higher levels. You’ve learned how much you mean to others, and to stop limiting your own potential, now it’s time to learn how to step out and take risks.”
I huffed in resentful disagreement. “No smacking way. I tried to think for myself. I decided to show my report to everyone except the minds Thayn assigned me, and it backfired hard.”
“Weren’t you listening to your father?” Fala chided gently. “You must keep trying. Even if you fail a thousand times, you must keep trying. Steering your own destiny is far too important to give up after one failure. Give yourself time. Someday you’ll achieve true self-love. Since we never stop learning, you have forever to figure it out.”
“Any other questions, Arch Mage?” Thayn asked.
“What do I do now?”
He tapped a finger on his crossed arms. “I’d pound fake me into a pile of pulp, but your path is your own. What do you think you should do?”
“Keep trying.”
“Ha!” he shouted and slapped his thigh hard. “That’s a good answer!”
“I told you she was smart,” Fala beamed.
“Get going then!” Thayn’s glory swelled, and I had to cover my eyes again. “Save your friends and cuff Temnon on the back of his head for me. He should know better than to listen to that fake me’s narcissistic propaganda.”
“Bye, Grandpa! See you soon, Grandma!” Nemantia called as they returned to the afterlife. She waved until they were out of sight, and then she turned to me with a big smile. “Ready to go back, Aggie?”
“I’m ready. Thanks, Nemantia. For bringing me here. It’s nice to know that mortal life isn’t the end.”
“You say the funniest things. The afterlife, your family, your glory—they are here whether you believe in them or not.”
“So, everyone goes to heaven? It doesn’t matter what choices we make?”
“Of course, it matters. You don’t think Vi Lorina is peacefully strumming a harp after what she did, do you?”
As the sky, clouds, and dual horizon faded, gratitude filled me. To see my father again—that was a rare and wonderful gift. 
Returning to real life was much less pleasant than visiting the spirit world. All the pain I’d learned to ignore flooded back. I felt heavy and weak, but it only took a few seconds to remember how to use my mortal body. I stood up and shook my arms to get my blood going. After visiting the afterlife, pain didn’t matter anymore, and a blissful smile stayed pasted to my face.
Nemantia had no trouble with the abrupt change and already took Dame Maudine’s hands in hers. 
“Great-grammy,” she said, “I have shocking news. Your son, Thayn, passed into the spirit world years ago.”
Poor Maudine’s face froze in a mixture of confusion and disbelief. “That can’t be, dear. He’s on Third Earth. If he died, I’d have felt something. I’m sure of it.”
Nemantia kindly stroked the aged hands and with a soft tone said, “The Thayn on Third Earth is an imposter. He murdered your son in order to take his place.”
Maudine’s wispy hair flowed as her head shook in shocked denial. “Why would anyone do such a horrible thing?”
“To use Grandpa Thayn’s influence. I’m afraid Temnon has fallen for the imposter’s lies, and so have the regent and the rest of the noblesse.”
Dame Maudine’s wrinkles slowly twisted into an expression I’d never seen before. Her sweet, batty wrinkles morphed into a kind of animalistic, mama bear rage.
“Some murderer killed my son?” she cried.
She looked at me in anguish, hoping I’d tell her there had been some terrible mistake.
“I’m sorry, Dame Maudine,” I confirmed. “I saw Thayn behind the gate.”
Her tiny feet stamped, and her dress blew as her magic swirled around her. A terrifying change came over Maudine. Her age melted away, and she grew taller. Thick, black hair shot from her scalp and whipped in the swirl of magic. Her comfortable, grandma pudge firmed into a fit, hourglass shape. With the grace and strength of a seasoned warrior, she commanded her magic to perfection.
“I’ll give the faker what for!” Maudine’s voice strengthened. “I’ll yank the life force right out of his imposter body! I’ll twist his DNA into a slug’s! I’ll—I’ll—!” 
The tropical fish behind the glass wall darted into the coral for cover, and Nemantia ran to cover Chiri’s wide, frightened eyes.
“Grand Dame,” Lord Chevlin shouted over the rush of power. “You must control your rage.”
“You can’t tell me how to feel! My son was murdered! There is no crime against life more heinous!” she wailed. “I must avenge him!”
The loving, kind, demented woman reverted to her days as high queen of First Earth, and she was fierce. Her rush of power swept up pillows and papers and plastered them against the walls of my Apex. I had no doubt she could defeat Fake Thayn, but my revived gift hummed within me and a truth spilled out of my mouth.
“Defeating the imposter is not the goal, Maudine Odonata. Do not let your grief allow the ring of lies to escape only to return even stronger. We must strip the mastermind of his support by laying a trap to catch them all at once.”
Maudine’s anger melted into sorrow. “But he killed my son. My only son.”
“Thayn is happy,” I assured her. “He smiled and held Fala’s hand. He told me to cuff Temnon on the back of the head for believing the imposter’s lies.”
“Dear Fala,” the Grand Dame sniffed as tears fell down her cheeks. “She softened him like I never could.”
As her anger faded, Maudine shrunk back into her old self, wrinkles and all. I loved that vibrant, beautiful, ancient face.
Nemantia picked up Chiri and dragged a finger beneath her eye to clear her tears. “Agnes is right, Great-grammy. We need a plan.”
“No, my lovey, we need an army. If this murdering imposter has won the favor of the dragons, then we are in for a fight. Where is your father now?”
“He came home to send a paladin with a message for Phar Sekmet.”
Maudine huffed in disgust. “That may take days. Phar Sekmet is notoriously difficult to approach. That poor paladin may spend a day or two in prison while Sekmet decides whether to listen to him. Is Odric still at the palace?”
Nemantia’s face blanked for a moment. “I’m not sure. I think he planned to gather our legal advisers and head back to Third Earth. When Iloress’s testimony failed to free Grimmal and Lumi, well, that’s when I finally decided to answer the spirit’s call. I don’t know what happened after that.”
“No matter,” Maudine said. “I’ll help Grand Master Shume devise a solid strategy. Paladins are best for this sort of mission. Then I’ll head to Third Earth with instructions for the twins. I can legally enter the planet if I have information critical to the trail. I’ll wait with the paladins on the edge of the Jent Path until Odric’s signal. This must be perfectly timed, or the imposter will escape again.”
“Keep it quiet,” I warned her. “Regent Menneth said the radicals might have influence outside of Third Earth.”
“Don’t worry, sweeting. Shume is used to operating in secret.”
Lord Chevlin placed a hand on his robe, pressing the fabric over the rectangle shape of an Aether Stone. “I’ll escort Nemantia and Chiri home.”
I had Aether Stones too. Including one to Fifth Earth. “I have an Aether Stone connected to Phar Sekmet’s throne room. I can tell her what’s happening.”
“No,” Maudine said firmly, “for once, not being able to contact her will work in our favor. It will buy us time.”
I guess that made sense. “Okay, then I’ll go with you and join the army.”
“I’m afraid you can’t do that.” Maudine gently pushed me toward the couch. 
I dug in my heels and squawked, “Why not? I can’t stay here and leave Lumi and Grimmal.”
“You’ve been designated an enemy of Third Earth,” Maudine tutted. “Your presence will be detected as soon as you enter the atmosphere. As ambassador, the imposter will be informed, and kill you or flee. You stood up to his evil, and that’s enough for now. It’s time for trained warriors to take over. Stay here and recuperate from your ordeal.”
“Agnes, listen to her,” Mom insisted, only too happy to agree.
Maudine gave my shoulders a little push, and I flopped on the couch. 
“This isn’t fair at all,” I protested. “I’m the reason they’re in trouble.”
“No, dear.” Maudine put a wrinkled finger on my forehead. “You were very brave, and the imposter used you. Don’t let him use you again.”
I slammed back into the couch and crossed my legs, being sure to show how much I hated this idea.
“Whatever you say. You’re the warrior.”
“Good girl.”
I wasn’t a good girl; I was an arch mage. And I seriously resented being left home like a baby.
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I wished them all good luck with equal amounts of sincerity and grumpiness as they fell into their respective Jent Paths, then I told Mom I needed the Fulcrum.
“Call me when you feel better,” she said. “I’m sure Ms. Chippy will cook something if I tell her you’re coming. She still thinks her cooking got you off your meds.”
“Don’t tell her anything yet. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”
“Right. You’ve been through a lot in the last few days. You might sleep until tomorrow.”
I kissed her cheek. “By the way, I talked to Dad.”
Mom’s breath caught in her throat, and she had to cough to get her voice working.
“What did he say?”
“He said you don’t need to live with guilt and regret. He wants you to be happy and find someone else to love.”
She didn’t like that. She scowled big time.
“Agnes, I’m going to tell you something about myself.” She put both hands on my face and stared me in the eyes. “Your father is the only man I’ve ever loved. I don’t need romance. I have you, and you are all I need.”
My lie detector buzzed. 
Mom wasn’t ready yet, but some day, she would be. It made me happy. If I was enough for her right now, she wouldn’t fall for the first loser who handed her flowers.
I wished for New York and sent Mom home. Before jumping into the Fulcrum, I changed into some jeans and a t-shirt and headed to D.C. Kymm didn’t need to bother with finding the culprit anymore.
As I opened the mage door to Kymm’s lab, Colucci reached a broom under the table for stray pieces of broken glass.
“Heya kid. How’d it go?”
“Rather surprising.”
The glow of the computer screen reached out and grabbed my attention, and I went to see how far Kymm had progressed. As her algorithm analyzed the photos from my watch, green numbers scrolled by furiously. My gift hummed. There was something important hidden in those numbers.
“Stop,” I told Kymm. “Run it again.”
“Why? It’s not finished.”
“I think I see something in the numbers.”
“What? Are you some kind of savant genius?”
“Numbers are absolute truth, Kymm,” I said. “I don’t know what I see. I just know it’s something important. Run it again.”
“Hang on, hang on, three, two, done.”
“Never mind that program,” I insisted. “I know who cursed me. It was Thayn Ray—huh?”
The picture of the offender on Kymm’s screen wasn’t Thayn. It was Ranah. He touched my head when he patted me through the door of King Po Lan’s chambers. I saw it clearly. His hand was right there, and so was a distinct flash of triumph on his cringing, little face. It was Ranah.
“What the cuss?” I was so confused. “Ranah planted the spell? But he’s the biggest wuss in the world. How can he be an evil mastermind?”
Kymm grabbed the mouse. “The computer only analyzes information; it doesn’t consider personalities. Here, I’ll run it again.”
Thayn was only part of the story. There was more to this than we thought. Kymm ran the algorithm again, and I jotted down the numbers of the pictures with the familiar sequence. At the end, Ranah’s triumphant face dominated the screen once again. 
“Ranah. I just don’t believe it.” I handed Kymm my scrap of paper. “Could you pull up these pictures all together please?”
“Sure.”
She entered the numbers, and the correlating pictures shuffled on the screen in chronological order. They were all different people on different worlds. Some didn’t even show people, just the floor, or a wall.
“What do you see?” Kymm asked.
“Nothing.” I grumbled in frustration.
“Oh,” Colucci crowed, leaning over my shoulder. “I see it.”
“See what?”
“Ol’ Colucci sees something that a truth wizard and a computer hacker can’t see? Gimme a sec to enjoy this.”
“There are lives at stake, Colucci,” I said dryly.
“Okay, don’t fly off the handle.” He used his pen like a pointer. “Don’t look at the faces. Look at the backgrounds. Cops learn to check in the shadows. That’s where the creeps hide.”
I searched the pictures, trying to find a hint hiding in the shadows. Nothing popped out to me. 
Colucci waited expectantly. “See it?” 
“No,” Kymm and I answered simultaneously.
“Here,” he grabbed Kymm’s mouse and clicked on a photo with sharp, clean lines.
The picture enlarged and filled the screen. Claude, Temnon, and Ranah stood in a line behind Arch Mage Adrina on Earth 22. I remembered Po Lan’s throne room. Light from the mirrored tunnels cast clear shadows of the three men on the mosaic. 
“See it now?” Colucci’s pen traced the shadows of Claude and Temnon, then slowly dragged around the shadow of Ranah.
I finally saw what he did. Ranah’s shadow was bigger than the others. Too big to equate to the small, cringing servant’s size.
“Why is his shadow so huge?” I asked.
“Now lookee, here.”
He clicked on a picture of Syran, the angry sentry outside King Odric’s throne room. The several chandeliers hanging high above cast shadows in all directions on the marble floor. Lumi’s shadows were long, lean, and defined, but Syran’s shadows were so bulky, they blended into a dark puddle.
“What is that darkness?”
“Now a Third Earth picture.” 
Colucci tapped the one he wanted, and Kymm brought it up. The huge lump of shadow below Thayn was out of proportion for his size. I didn’t notice before because his big umbrella helped disguise it. He used that stupid thing for more than pyroclast protection.
There it was. In every single picture, one person had an oversized shadow. 
“So, what makes the shadows big?” the detective asked. “What connects these three guys?”
Good question. I had no idea. Three different people on three distant planets with nothing in common, except me and my team. I accessed my glorious, restored gift of truth.
“The people with big shadows are using the same speeelll.”
Buzz. Nope, accidental lie.
“They have the same magic talent.”
No lie, but I got the impression the truth was incomplete. Hmm. What connected them? The imposter stole Thayn’s appearance, so maybe he stole others.
“They are all the same person.”
Hum. Dang.
“Whoa,” Kymm zoomed in on the pictures. “That’s some amazing makeup.”
“It’s magic, Kymm,” I retorted. “He can change how he looks.”
“Do the palace guards know about Temnon’s travel itinerary?” Colucci asked.
“Paladins,” I corrected. “Yes. They are like the secret service.”
Colucci pointed his pen at me. “That’s why this perp is everywhere you are. He’s been following you. Or maybe he’s after Temnon.”
So many weird things suddenly made sense. Syran, the paladin with throne-room-phobia, heard about the book for Po Lan, so he changed into Ranah to steal it. Then he hurried back to be Thayn again, which is why Ranah vanished. 
Syran got mad at Lumi because he wanted to curse me then, but I jerked away from his touch. At least now I knew why the real Syran blacked out for hours and why fake Syran refused to enter the throne room. The security spell atomizes enemies of the king and sends them to prison. Thayn didn’t kill the real Syran because he had other places to be and the paladin’s disappearance was sure to raise suspicion. 
Did he kill Ranah? Why did he want my book? And why discredit me? My legs crawled with stress, and I stamped my feet to distract my thighs from the neuropathy. 
Colucci slammed a fist into his palm.
“This guy must be the mastermind the dragons are looking for.” Colucci’s deductive reasoning was on fire today. “Say it and see if it’s truth.”
“Thayn, Ranah, and Syran are all being impersonated by the mooostermahnd who controls the rieeeng of raaaddickuw.”
Nope. Well, that wasn’t surprising. A human had no reason to recruit members of the noblesse for a ring of dragon radicals.
“Thayn, Ranah, and Syran are all being impersonated by someone working for the radical’s mastermind.”
Ding, ding, ding. Thayn was a spy for the mastermind. As ambassador to Third Earth, he had a decent amount of influence and was beneath the suspicion of the regent. I felt like I was finally getting somewhere. 
“Thayn, Ranah, and Syran are only some of his forms. There are more.”
Hum.
That was the most foreboding hum I ever felt. 
“Holy freaking crap,” I said. “He can turn into anybody. Maudine doesn’t know about this. What if she goes to Third Earth and he kills her to intercept her message? Or what if he kills her and uses her appearance to command the paladins to attack the regent? What if he’s already killed Claude or Odric? Crap, crap, crap! Now what do I do?”
Kymm shrugged. “You’re the arch mage. You’re the only one who can decide that.”
“Me?” Panic pushed up in my throat. “I can’t. What if I make another mistake?”
“There are no mistakes,” Kymm said. “Only lessons that teach you how not to do it.”
“You sound like a fortune cookie,” I said. “This is real life with real lives in danger.”
“Calm down, kiddo,” Colucci ordered. “So, what if this wizard guy can look like anybody? He can’t fool you again ‘cuz you know the trick to spottin’ him. Turn that to your advantage.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s like this, see? He don’t know you know who he is. You met all of these guys before. Just act like you still trust him, then you can get close, and wham!” He slapped his palm on the desk. “You take him out.”
Once I worked out what Colucci said, the light turned on.
“Perfect plan. Except for the wham part,” I said. “How am I supposed to incapacitate a full-grown man? Vulcan nerve pinch? I’m no good in a fight. Temnon always does that part for me, and he hates me right now.”
“He’s only confused, missy. He’ll come around.”
I hoped so. I saw the despair on his face when the curse made me say I hated him. This was all Fake Thayn’s fault. I had to expose the big liar-face somehow.
“Whoever Thayn really is,” I said, “he obviously knows more about magic than me. He crippled me with a spell as small as a pinpoint.”
Kymm snorted, swiveled in her chair, and handed me my watch. “He may know magic, but I bet he doesn’t know science. Let’s see him cast a spell with 50,000 volts from a police-grade taser running through him.”
“Do you have a taser?” I asked hopefully, buckling the band.
“I used to, but it got crushed along with my car in the quakes.”
“I might have some stuff we can use. I, uh, I know a guy.” Colucci’s face sunk into his lapels, almost like he was ashamed to admit knowing anyone.
“I know guys, too, Colucci.” Kymm’s irritation rang. “Out with it.”
“Okay, already. He can get stuff. You know, military stuff. He’s supposed to sell it as surplus, but since he does the regulating, sometimes the surplus gets sold to clients who don’t really exist. And sometimes the good stuff gets mixed up with the surplus. And maybe I started a collection, to stop looters from rippin’ off good people after the quakes. And to help with my PI work. I gotta keep the lights on, you know.”
“Military stuff?” I said. “Like guns? No way. I don’t even know how guns work.”
“You don’t have to know, missy. I’m goin’ with you.”
An incredulous laugh burst out from my lungs. “To the dragon world? To fight evil shape-shifting wizards and dragon armies?”
“I’m not sayin’ I compare to a matter shaper, but you need someone watchin’ your back, and my eyes work just fine.”
Great. Another life at risk. I suddenly knew what I had to do, and it did not include taking Colucci to Third Earth.
“No way. You’ll get eaten by the first dragon who sees you. They have laws about who visits their planet.”
“You were banned. You’re just as illegal as me.”
“Okay, yeah, but I’m a wizard, and their regent asked me to find out who infiltrated their government. Now I have proof of a spy. They’ll let me in.”
“What if you get found out by one of those dragon radicals, huh?” Colucci threw out his arms and puffed his chest. “They ate you once, already. Can you stop them, Miss Big Shot?”
“I have a better chance than you.”
“Dang it, kiddo!” His face reddened with determination. “I’m just gonna have to make you see.”
I knew right away that he intended to shake some sense into me. I surrounded myself with a thick light shield as he reached for my shoulders.
“You can’t stop a dragon if you can’t stop—” 
Crack. His fingers crumpled into my shield. At least one of them broke. He danced away holding one injured hand close to his chest and shaking the other.
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Are you okay?” I felt so bad. I didn’t mean to hurt him.
“Cool!” Kymm exhaled, ignoring Colucci’s injury. She picked up a pencil and threw it at me. It bounced off my shield and spun over the table. “Can it stop bullets? Will it stop dragon teeth?”
“I hope I don’t have to find out. Now that my truth works, I’m going to sneak in, make sure the imposter hasn’t killed anyone else, and tell the Odonatas everything.”
Colucci mumbled a few curses under his breath, then glared at me. “Temnon thinks you’re the liar. How you gonna convince him to help?”
I lowered my head. I was worried about convincing him too. But I had to. I had no choice. 
“I’ll make him see.” I said it quietly. “Like I made you see.”
His face and trembling hands froze, and the loony grin slid off Kymm’s face. They remembered. I once forced the truth into Colucci when he tried to have me arrested. It stunned him into a paralyzed lump.
“Yeah,” he agreed, all his frustrated aggression gone. “That’ll work.”
“But can I still have the taser?”
He bent over his broken hand, chuckling. “Oh, you’re takin’ more than that.” He winked with a sly sideways smirk. 
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Colucci would have made a terrible companion on Third Earth. When I transported with him to his dingey little apartment, he turned green and scrambled to his toilet to vomit. But to be fair, I’m sure the broken bones in his hand didn’t help his stomach at all. 
Once he finished, he opened a spare bedroom and showed me his impressive collection. I refused guns, rocket launchers, and hand grenades, but I accepted a canister of tear gas, a flash bang, and a high-powered taser. Colucci even dug out an old, but still useful, set of NY police riot gear and strapped a gas mask onto my belt. I hadn’t thought about how I was going to breathe without an enchantment. 
It only took a few minutes to learn how to use the taser. Turned out, my gift of truth gave me perfectly accurate aim. Who knew?
Colucci shook his head helplessly at me, his face still a sickly, pale-green color. 
“I should be going with you.”
“You were awesome, Colucci. This gear is perfect,” I said. “Sorry about your hand. Go see a doctor, okay?”
“Don’t need to,” he said with an ironic grimace. “I know a guy.” 
His face softened into—what? Compassion from the jaded former detective? I had to be dreaming.
“Be careful, kid.”
“I will. Thanks.” 
I backed up to make sure he didn’t accidentally fall into the Jent Path. The streets of Second Earth suited his talents better than the dragon world. Slapping my thick, somewhat baggy pants, I said, “Earth 22.”
“You’d better come back,” he yelled as I fell into space. “Your mom will kill me if you don’t!”
The long ride gave me plenty of time to fill my magic and center myself. Not to mention the time I needed to think about everything that could go wrong and how to minimize the chance of total failure. Near the end of the Fulcrum, as the pressure built up, I felt fairly prepared.
In Po Lan’s royal reception chamber, the chamber guard recognized me, and once he officially greeted me, he dashed off to fetch the king. A few minutes later, Po Lan burst through the doors, his arms wide, and his shadow appropriately sized. Whew.
“Cousin,” he cried, “a delightful surprise.” 
I accepted his purple toga hug with reluctance and endured him patting me on the back with gusto. 
“Have you come to replace the stolen book?” he hoped. “We still have not found it.”
“What about Ranah? Have you found him?”
“We are searching every city on Earth 22.”
“You haven’t sent word to search other planets?”
“No Jent Paths have been accessed.”
“That’s right.” I confirmed to myself. “Jent Paths are carefully regulated. He must have another way to travel between worlds.”
Po Lan shook a jangling, ring-laden finger at me. “That is quite impossible, dear cousin. One cannot travel between worlds without a Jent Path.”
“Dragons can.”
He considered it. “Yes, I suppose that is true. In a few, exceedingly rare cases, dragons and other types of magical creatures can bypass space, but Ranah doesn’t know any dragons. And I’m certain there is nothing magical about him.”
“Unless Ranah isn’t actually Ranah.”
I showed him my mental images of his servant with the huge shadow. Then I showed him the same shadow effect on Syran and Thayn.
“I visited the real Thayn in the spirit world,” I continued. “He confirmed that he had been murdered.”
“But this can’t be,” Po Lan sunk to a Grecian-type bench in shock. A long, sad breath escaped his lungs. “I’ve known Ranah since we were children. His mother treated me when I was ill. He has always been Ranah, weak and painfully submissive. You don’t suppose—could it be that the real Ranah is also murdered? I shall summon a necromancer to confirm his fate. My poor, little friend.”
“King Po Lan,” I said. “I’m so sorry about all of this, but do you know why he stole my history?”
“I can speculate.” His dark, round eyes went serious. “This person—this enemy—he is a calculating one. Dear Agnes, that book may be the key to your destruction.”
I scoffed with a huff, and he leaned forward earnestly.
“Do not dismiss this. Knowledge is power. Second Earth has been hidden for millennia. That book, and your mind, are the only access to what your world is capable of.”
Well, that scared me. Who was this imposter guy? 
“I need to get to Third Earth before he sentences Lumi to the Nia Nega Abyss.”
“Your sciftan protector? Gracious. Such tragedies in so short a time. How can I help?”
“Will you open a Jent Path to Third Earth for me?”
“Once again, you ask for too little. I’ll send my armies to protect you.”
“I must go in secret. This man who can change his appearance works for an evil mastermind. If he sees an army coming, he’ll just run away and kill someone else to impersonate. We’ll lose him and any chance of discovering who the mastermind is.”
“Then this is about strategy rather than strength. Our Stone connects to the jeweling district. I’ll arrange for a foreman to take you with a shipment of gemstones.”
“Perfect,” I said. “Once I’m on Third Earth, I can transport.”
“Good. I shan’t sleep until this imposter is caught, but thank you for teaching me the key to recognizing him. Enlarged shadows, how odd.”
King Po Lan hurried away, having the sense to appear completely natural. Good for him. He was so excitable, I worried he’d raise suspicions. A short while later, he returned with a heavy-set guy and a rolling cart full of uncut diamonds. I remembered the guy’s orange mustache.
“This is Sal,” the king introduced. “He is well-known in the jeweling district. He will help you to Ri Dauch. If you vanquish the heartless foe who took my friend, I will be again in your debt.”
“I don’t keep track, Po Lan. Favors are for giving.”
“Third Earth,” called the foreman. 
“Take care of her, Sal.” Po Lan stepped out of the circle of light. “Every blessing be on your mission, cousin.”
We fell into the Jent Path, traveling to the planet that had so thoroughly defeated me only hours before.
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The sight of Third Earth’s hostile environment caused all kinds of twinges and prickles in my legs. My feet kicked on their own every few seconds, and a needle stab of pain drove into my right second toe. I squeezed my toes into my heavy boot until it faded. Sal’s grand plan was to hide me in a shipment of royal jewelry, destined for the Hall of Ri Dauch, but he wasn’t sure how to explain my presence if I triggered any alarms. The stout foreman didn’t fill me with confidence.
A jungle close to the size of Australia and protected by a glimmering enchantment stretched across the cracked surface of the dragon world. The Jent Path sent us to its edge, into a smallish city with giant forges and dragon workers outfitted with tools. 
“These are the best jewelers on the planet,” the foreman said. “Good stock, them.”
“Will they let me pass?”
“Best cover that white hair of yours,” he suggested, “then we’ll see.”
I slipped on my gas mask and covered my white hair with a helmet. The bulky, black riot gear made me appear bigger than I was.
“That’s no good,” Sal mentioned, his orange mustache drooping in a frown. “The landing pad is usually empty. I’ve never met them before.” 
Freaking heck! The Jent Path opened right into a circle of dragons hungrily eyeing our decent. They had to be watching for intruders. Transporting was my only hope of getting out of here without being seen. While still insubstantial, I built a picture of the dim hallway where Iloress ate me. If she could hide there, then I could too. I concentrated on the hallway, focusing on every detail I remembered. 
“Just let me speak to them. I’ll get you past security.”
I shut out Sal and all the roaring, heat, and flying sparks.
“Arch Mage?” Sal said. “Are you casting a spell? Wait! You can’t trans—”
I released my magic along its intended path as soon as my feet touched the ground, but a powerful force jerked me in another direction. Instead of the spacious, clean lines of the dim, stone hallway, my vision cleared to tree trunks, tangled roots, and leaves bigger than me. 
Oh, for pity’s sake! Now what?
I pulled off the uncomfortable gas mask and sat on a tree root arching out of the rich soil to think. I closed my eyes and retreated into my magic. Recharged and free from the spell that bound it, my ocean glowed with the intense light of my dad’s heavenly glory.
Interference again, I remarked casually to the ocean. 
My magic hummed. 
Did we miss a spell when we destroyed the last one?
No, it assured me.
My legs prickled with uncomfortable tingles. Probably because of stress.
Then someone is blocking the entrance into the Hall of Ri Dauch, I deduced.
My white ocean glowed, and I swished a finger across its surface. Sparkles glinted in the ripples. I used the beauty of my magic to distract myself from the growing pain in my legs.
Ugh! I remembered. It’s not even Fake Thayn. Maudine said, as an enemy of Third Earth, I’d be recognized if I entered the atmosphere. This is just a typical security spell. Drat it.
Being Arch Mage can be difficult, my magic said. That was a truth if I ever heard one. If we’ve landed in the jungle, my magic changed the topic matter-of-factly, you’d be wise to stay alert.
Huh? Why? Oh, crap. Jungle. My nerves exploded in pain as a wave of panic engulfed me. Dragons raised dinosaurs for food. And where did they raise the dinosaurs? In regulated jungle ecosystems. 
I opened my eyes to feel my booty rattling against the tree root. A huge stomping shook the ground. A giant tree tilted to the side as an enormous reptile pushed past it. 
It was a tyrannosaurus rex.
I thrust myself backward and fell on the ground behind the tree root. The sudden movement attracted the tyrannosaur. Nostrils flaring, it lowered its head close to the thick root. My hair and clothes followed the inhaling breath, then flattened against me as the rex blew out again. It opened its jaws. A nauseating stench hit me as the rex salivated at my scent. Under the arch of the root, I saw the putrid pool among bits of rotting flesh still stuck in its teeth.
I stifled the urge to gag. Now what? My stabbing legs were useless. 
A hundred yards behind me, a big tree grew high above the others, and I got an idea. Unfortunately, so did the tyrannosaur. It decided to take a bite. It widened its jaws and lunged at me, catching the thick root in its back teeth. The root held the mouth open while I stared at a sturdy branch high in the tree. Blocking out the stench and the rasp of teeth sawing at the root, I willed my magic to send me with all haste to that branch. Since it was within view, I didn’t have to focus too hard on my destination, and the spell readied quickly.
With one last chomp, the rex’s teeth severed the root and slammed on a pool of blue light. I jumped ahead to the tall tree, but I transported to a place I could see, so the safety platform I was used to didn’t engage. My boot tilted on the round branch. 
I screamed as I fell, alerting the tyrannosaur to my new position. He crashed after me as I tumbled from branch to branch, finally landing lower than I’d aimed for. I wrapped both arms and legs around the branch to get my bearings, all while that brainless brute thundered closer and closer.
“Move!” I shouted to myself.
Forcing my cramping legs to carry me, I shakily climbed a tree for the first time in my life. Adrenaline raced, and I scrambled up as the tyrannosaur kicked off its powerful hind legs and clamped its jaws on the thick branch I’d just left. With a twist of its head, it wrenched it from the trunk. 
I had to transport again before the dinosaur chomped the tree into matchsticks. I spotted a small clearing up ahead. I gathered my magic and frantically reached for my belt. Just as I formed the spell, a deafening crash shook the tree out of my grip. Falling backward, I sent my magic along the path, and a pool of blue light splashed into the open, waiting jaws. Well, blue light and an open can of tear gas.
I fell in the clearing with a soft whump. Bellowing in pain, the rex pushed its face along the thick, leafy ferns to clean its eyes of the fuming chemicals. It didn’t see me leap ahead this time. Whew. I rolled over and crawled under the leaves, trying to put some distance between me and the huge carnivore. My rescue mission was in danger of total failure. I couldn’t save Grimmal and Lumi or reveal Fake Thayn to the regent if I died in this jungle. I had to get out of here, but I didn’t even know where “here” was or how to get to the Hall of Ri Dauch.
I crawled under the leaves, lost in thought, until my head bumped something solid. A tree? I should be so lucky. I ran into a leg. A leg with scales and thick talons that wrapped around me and lifted me out of the undergrowth. Terrified out of my wits, I came face to face with a pair of wide, surprised blue eyes.
“Bandlash!” 
A small burst of fire spurted from the little dragon’s mouth, and he dropped me. 
Arch Mage Agnes? With his weight on his back four feet, he pushed aside the foliage to find me on the ground again.
I stood up to talk to him. “What are you doing here?” I asked.
His forked tongue extended to a tree and plucked a small, green oval from a branch. Picking natsa fruit, in case that nice princess comes back. What are you doing here?
“Running from a hungry tyrannosaur.”
If it’s caught your scent, it won’t give up until it finds you. Bandlash stuck out his dragon tongue to taste the scents on the air. Yes, it’s on your trail.
“Will you please help me?”
Help? No, I couldn’t. You’ve been banished. That’s why the transportation security spell sent you to the jungle. Were you trying to get to the Hall of Ri Dauch to murder the regent?
“Bandlash, listen,” I pleaded. “I’m not the bad guy here. My gift was altered by a bad wizard who turned my truth into lies. I know who he is now.”
The tyrannosaur sniffed, blowing ferns as it followed my scent. Bandlash didn’t seem concerned by the looming dinosaur, but my hammering heart pumped so much oxygen to my head it made me dizzy.
You’re trying to trick me because I was nice to you. Iloress said you spread lies. You are an enemy to dragons. 
“I’m not. Ambassador Thayn is! The regent asked me to find traitors, and I found one.”
Bandlash plucked me off the ground and stared at me right in the face. That doesn’t make any sense. How can someone from another planet be a traitor to ours?
I regretted blurting out about Thayn without thinking. I didn’t know who Thayn worked for. What if Bandlash was a radical? He didn’t seem the type, but he feared Iloress. She might have forced him into the secret society. Nothing was simple on this crazy planet.
The tyrannosaur’s huge head exploded from a bank of bushes, sniffing the air triumphantly. Bandlash squinted at me for several long seconds, then held me out to the rex like a delicious snack. He wasn’t as tall as the ancient dinosaur, but with his front third raised, my legs still dangled six feet above the ground.
Admit you’re lying to me, he demanded.
What? Freaking cuss-buckets! I was going to die on this planet! 
“I can’t,” I cried, as the gross, brown teeth moved closer. “I blasted away the curse on me. I can’t say I’m lying when that’s a lie.”
That horrible, rotting breath made me gag, and my legs kicked on their own, stabbed by my nerves.
If you admit you lied, I’ll let you leave without telling anyone you came back. If you don’t, I’ll feed you to this dinosaur.
If I left, who would tell Odric and Maudine about Thayn changing appearances? Who would save Lumi and Grimmal? Dad told me my greatest strength was how I kept trying, and I wasn’t going to stop trying now. Time to take charge of myself. The risk of a mistake was worth it.
I braced myself and shouted, “Then just shove me in its disgusting mouth because I’m not leaving here without my friends!”
My glow of truth shone on the wet tongue of the tyrannosaur. An instant before it chomped me, Bandlash jerked me out of its mouth and bathed the jungle with a torrent of fire. The giant dinosaur flinched in the heat and backed away. 
Ambassador Thayn has no reason to lie, but if you are telling the truth, it means the regent is in danger. I’ll take you to the Hall of Ri Dauch. Kyprios will figure this all out.
Bandlash set me on his back, hooked a metal basket full of natsa fruit on his tail, and pattered his rear four feet around to face in the other direction. 
I burned up your scent. The tyrannosaur will stop following your trail. Lay your head down on my back and hang on tight or you’ll get hurt.
He intended to fly. I didn’t want to fall again; bruises from the tree already ached. I strapped on my gas mask and helmet, took off my belt, swung it around his sinewy body, and then wrapped both ends around my fists.
“Ready,” I said, laying my head on his back.
Here I go.
And boy, did he go, but not up. Those six feet shot forward, running so fast they faded into a blur. If I hadn’t put my head on his back, I’d have gotten whiplash. My feet flew out behind me and my body flapped like a flag in the wind. I clenched my abs, pulled on the belt, and wrapped my legs around him, digging into his scales with the toes of my boots. 
The jungle whizzed by, and bits of shredded greenery stuck to the clear plastic face shield of the gas mask. Behind us, a green, liquified mist of pulverized jungle left a trail. Bandlash’s body supplely snaked with the hills and valleys. His scaled back pounded my chest. Thank goodness the riot gear came with a Kevlar vest or I’d have been battered into mush.
Through my green-smeared mask I saw the edge of the jungle. I felt his body expand, heat, and contract as he sent a blast of fire into the barrier protecting the jungle from the hostile nature of Third Earth. An opening appeared and then melted shut after we passed. 
I might have been stuck in that jungle forever, unable to open the barrier. Choosing to share the truth with Bandlash partly paid off.
Now that we are out of the jungle, his telepathic voice was smooth despite the running, I can see what’s ahead, so I don’t have to go so slow.
That was slow? 
An intense magical energy built up around his feet, flaring with a yellow-green glow. I clung to his back with all my might, and he streaked across the landscape like a bolt of lightning. My cheeks shook and I struggled to draw a breath. Vibrations from his running feet hammered my legs, and the belt wrapped around my hands squeezed until my fingers went numb.
Somewhere in my bouncing field of vision, a wide, slow-moving river of lava cut across the jagged earth. I dragged some light out of my battered chest and formed a shield to protect myself against the molten rock, but Bandlash jumped. Floating on his magic, his momentum carried him to the other side. 
On his landing, I noticed my light shield softened the buffeting. I extended two shafts of light from the shield down my arms and around the belt and willed them to harden. Instantly, the strain on my arms eased and blood flowed back into my fingers. Boy, was I glad I did my illusionist homework. 
Bandlash bolted across the cracked earth, covering miles of terrain in seconds. Soon, a fiery burst exploded as Dauthaz hurled lava into the sky and drops of pyroclast splattered briefly against my light shield. Bandlash streaked up Dauthaz’s mountainous cone, following the parade route we had taken earlier. Halfway up, he pounded around the steep sides, unaffected by gravity. His magic held him securely to the rocky slopes and down the slippery decline on the other side.
On the far side of the volcano, a vast, sturdy building extended from the cone—the Hall of Ri Dauch. Bandlash dashed past the guards and slowed to the speed he used in the jungle, merely the speed of hummingbird wings, to avoid the many dragons inside. 
Drat it all. Bandlash ruined my chance to sneak in and find the Odonatas. Even if Kyprios was loyal to the regent, he swore to uphold the law. I came here illegally, so he was certain to take my Aether Stones and lock the prison door this time. Thayn would be notified and probably send another thug to murder me. 
I was trapped—again.  
Bandlash dug his claws into the stone and skidded to a long, slow stop into an expansive room. A smaller building stood in its middle, and the smell of roasted anky fell from its top. Nope. Not a building, a table. We interrupted someone’s meal.
Vice Regent Kyprios, Bandlash panted, I found an intruder.
Intruder? The deep, steady voice of the vice regent sounded in my head.
I unwound the belt, and my boots hit the floor with a loud clunk. There was nothing in the bare room to hide behind. Dang it, now what? I survived the jungle of death just to be tossed into jail. I wished I could disappear, like Chiri did. 
But then again, why couldn’t I? Mistress Glaydn explained how she did it. Reaching out to my light shield, I grasped the waves of energy and nudged them.
“Bend,” I whispered. “Show the truth behind me.”
They complied. Great Fulcrum above, they did what I asked. A big, twinkling Christmas ornament of natural light imbued with magic surrounded me just as the vice regent’s massive, spiked face peered over the table at Bandlash, his dark eyes unblinking.
Where is the intruder?
Bandlash turned to me. My magic showed him nothing but the floor and walls behind me.
She was right here, he insisted, checking under each of his six feet. I found her running from a tyrannosaur.
Planetary security spells are linked to the dinosaur habitat. Kyprios’s spikes stirred the air as he scanned for criminals. Who tried to sneak in?
Arch Mage Agnes. From Second Earth.
Kyprios blasted an irritated puff of smoke over the table. Nonsense. Why return here after being proven a liar and humiliated?
Maybe for revenge? Bandlash scratched his furry ruff with the tip of his tail. She told me she found a spy in the court. She had to reveal him to the regent and save the sciftans.
With a stomp and a crunch of stone, the edge of the table crumbled under Kyprios’s weight as he climbed over it to pin Bandlash to the ground. I shuffled back a few steps, my heavy boots scuffing the stone tiles. The copper dragon stared right through me for a moment, then growled in quiet dragon speech to Bandlash, smoke curling in his soft ruff. 
Did Kyprios hear me? I wished I understood what he said. The little dragon squirmed, his claws scraping the floor for a moment or so, then he stilled. Were they plotting against—or protecting—the regent?
Bandlash’s blue eyes widened even rounder, and his ruff flowed with a subtle nod. Finished, Kyprios let him scramble to his feet.
I can’t arrest someone who isn’t here, Kyprios said, but King Odric should know what you’ve seen. He waits with the others in the annex at the back of the hall. I’m due in court to allow Phar Sekmet to plea for her kin, so you must inform him yourself. And no running, Bandlash, you might hurt someone. 
The little dragon walked out of the dining hall while the vice regent vanished in a flash of blue light.
Odric was probably with Temnon and Claude, which meant I could follow Bandlash right to them. Did Maudine deliver the news about Thayn? I’d find out soon enough. I wrapped the belt around my pants and shoved my clunking boots under the table. Dragons had excellent hearing. I hurried after the little dragon in my nearly silent stocking feet. 
It wasn’t easy to keep up with him. Willing my invisibility to constantly adjust and bend the light from every direction took a lot of concentration. He went very slowly, sticking to the left wall to avoid larger dragons, but my arms and legs shook like jelly from the insane sprint across the planet. I rested every few minutes. Eventually, I took off my helmet and gas mask and hung them from my belt to breathe easier.
Come on, legs. I patted my shaking thighs. You can do this. It’s just walking.
We passed several dragon-sized dens lined up like examination rooms in a doctor’s office. They were probably for the noblesse to rest and eat between sessions or something. Beyond the large rooms, Bandlash rounded a corner and entered a human-sized waiting room. 
The first person I recognized was Thayn and his shadow concealing umbrella. Bulging with power and authority, he debated dragon law with six or seven people in blue coats—the legal team from First Earth. Odric was there too, head close to Thayn, intently listening with total trust. 
He didn’t know. Thayn must have waylaid Maudine, which meant he knew about the paladin army she gathered. If he posed as Odric, he could use the army any way he wanted to. Or maybe he sent them home. Could I count on Maudine to help or not? Dang it, I hated this guy.
Holding my breath, I tiptoed past Bandlash. Between the streaking light of my invisibility spell, I saw comfortable couches, chairs, and a settee surrounding a low table that held several glasses of water. The lighting was bright, and tapestries of Third Earth landscapes hung on the walls. This room was much more hospitable than the one they stuck me in.
Phar Sekmet, in cougar form, lay on the padded settee to my right, front claws mindlessly shredding the upholstery, tail switching with stress. On the couch opposite her, Claude, Jenz, and a lawyer in a blue coat sat with Temnon. 
Um, excuse me.
I hardly heard Bandlash; my soul clenched in agony for Temnon.
Tem’s shoulders slouched in dejected hopelessness, his face drawn and gray. He was about to watch Grimmal and Lumi be sentenced to horrible fates, all while his fake grandpa insisted the future of Third Earth was his to bear. Or maybe he dwelled on the lie that slipped out when we parted. Maybe he didn’t see the truth in my tears. Maybe he forgot all the times I said I loved him. Either way, he lost his usual presence and slumped, fragile and haunted, like he might crack any second.
“What?” Thayn demanded, glowering at the little dragon.
Bandlash hesitated—his back paws crossed in embarrassment. I have a message from the vice regent.
“Don’t just stand there fidgeting. Deliver it.”
Kyprios instructed Bandlash to inform the Odonatas of my presence. That included Thayn. There goes my advantage. I crossed my fingers on both hands. I told Bandlash the truth in the jungle, but did he believe it? 
“Speak up, runt,” Thayn said.
Odric glared at his rudeness. Bandlash lifted his head high and his round eyes narrowed with anger.
Court is about to begin.
Good job, Bandlash. I’d have to thank him later.
“We know that.” Thayn pulled his umbrella staff from the stone floor. “We are not imbeciles.” 
“Thank you,” Odric said politely to Bandlash. 
The king set down his water and went around the couch to open a tall, wide door set in the wall to my left. A swell of hundreds of murmuring dragons flooded in, and flashes of blue light reflected on the door as the arena filled. Odric stepped aside to allow Phar Sekmet to enter first, but Thayn cut her off.
“Come, Temnon, m’boy,” he called over his shoulder, striding into the arena. “It’s time to clean up that girl’s mess.”
Claude and Odric shared an irritated look before following Thayn and Phar Sekmet into the arena. The whole legal team and Jenz left before Temnon dragged himself up from the couch, spilling some water. Surprised, he looked at the glass like he’d forgotten he held it. He let it slip from his fingers to the floor and started after the others. Running on my toes, I ducked into the arena ahead of him. 
Grimmal and Lumi huddled in a cell near the witness stand. Grimmal appeared to have shrunk. Instead of defiance and courage on his black features, he showed only defeat. He must have thought the same thing Temnon did, that I betrayed them and left them to die. 
A puff of smoke in the box on the regent’s left billowed into the air. A flash of rare white scales and silvery magic shone next to the emerald green coils of the regent. Dominath’s long neck rose high, and his deep, dark eyes studied my sciftan friends with concern.
I don’t think Arch Mage Agnes is evil.
It was Bandlash. He spoke to Temnon just inside the door to the annex. 
“What?” Temnon muttered.
Evil was forced onto Agnes. Iloress chose it. I think maybe you can’t tell the difference anymore.
Temnon stared at the floor. Bandlash waited for a second, then walked into the arena and tucked himself into a corner below the west wing of boxes to watch the trial. 
Why the change of heart? Did it have something to do with his conversation with Kyprios? It did seem odd that Kyprios told Bandlash to slowly walk to the exact people I needed to see.
Temnon shook his head vigorously and pulled himself upright. As soon as he crossed the threshold, I reached out, grabbed his arm, and yanked him into my spell. He let out a shocked yelp, and I covered his mouth with my hand.
“Shh!” 
His blue eyes scrunched in anger, and he slapped my hand away. “Agnes!” He hissed my name like a cuss word. “You aren’t supposed to be here. You’re breaking the law. Doesn’t your truth prevent you from trespassing?”
“Laws aren’t the same as truth,” I whispered back. “Besides, I’m willing to accept the consequences if it will make things better.”
“Good.” He inhaled to shout for the guards, but I covered his mouth again. 
“Don’t. I know who the traitor is, Tem, and I can prove it.” 
He glared at me with doubt but stayed quiet. I lowered my hand.
“Who is it?” he dared me to tell.
His face cemented into hostile obstinance. He had fallen too hard for his fake grandfather’s flattery to believe the truth. I had to show him—like Nemantia showed me—but it wouldn’t be nearly as pleasant as a visit to the afterlife.
“You’ll see,” I whispered, pointing to the floor. “The proof is down there.” 
“No way,” he said, arms crossed. “The tombs are sacred and untouchable. Only the regent can give permission to enter, and he’s a tad busy overseeing Lumi’s death sentence.”
“Which is why we don’t have time for red tape and permits, Tem.”
“We’ll be caught.” Suddenly realizing I stood in front of hundreds of dragons with no blaring alarms, he said, “Wait. Why haven’t you been caught?”
I waved both hands at Bandlash, who stood ten meters away. 
“He can’t see us?” Temnon asked.
“I copied Chiri’s invisibility spell.”
“Not quite. Chiri’s spell only hides from one direction.” He almost looked impressed, like the old Temnon, but then his face hardened, and he held up a rigid finger. “One chance, Agnes,” he spat at me. “If you fail to prove it, I’ll turn you over to Grandpa Thayn myself.”
I nodded. Temnon was scary when he was mad.
Golden light spilled from Temnon’s hand and around the edges of the stone tile we stood on. It separated and lowered into the floor. Held aloft by matter shaping magic, we sunk into the cavern below, then Temnon shifted the thick roof to spread across the hole we left, the invisibility spell stopping anyone from seeing us disappear beneath the courtroom.
The tombs were enormous. Giant columned archways and thick buttresses held up the weight of the courtroom and the hundreds of dragons above. There were no windows to vent the smell of death, and the lava spewing from the carved dragon head at the crown of the arena joined an underground river flowing down the center of the tombs. Lava glow lit alcoves carved in the cavern walls where brittle dragon skeletons, weighed down by gaudy jewelry, lay rotting for the rest of time.
I covered my nose, but still gagged a couple of times. Real Thayn only said he died in the tombs; he didn’t say specifically where his body lay. 
“Now what?” 
Good question. We didn’t have time to search this gigantic place for a tiny, human body. Phar Sekmet wasn’t the talking type. She’d probably just burst into helcat form, threaten the regent, and try to set the place on fire. 
“We are looking for a human body.”
“Down here?” Temnon scoffed and threw up his hands. “Impossible.”
“Maybe not,” I said, my hope dying. “Where do you think we should go?”
Huffing in anger, he turned in a circle and took in the vastness of the cavern. “I don’t know,” he snarled, but then his face relaxed into peace. “That way, I guess.” 
He maneuvered the circle of stone off toward the rear of the cavern. Drifting over the lava river, the riot gear grew heavy and hot. I sat down to take the weight off my legs and let my feet dangle over the edge of the stone.
“See anything?” I asked.
“A lot of dead dragons and a lying ex-girlfriend.”
My temper rose and my face heated, but I held back my snark. I had to see things from his point of view, and it wasn’t pretty.
“I didn’t lie,” I said. “I tried to tell the truth. Someone hijacked my words and turned them into a lie.”
“And did this imaginary enemy hijack Iloress too?”
“Most likely. Dominath said Nemantia had full control over Iloress. It’s the only explanation.” Dang, he made it hard to control my sarcasm. I changed the topic. “Where do you want to go now?”
“This is your delusion. You tell me.”
Biting my tongue, I leaned over and scanned dirt ground. For a while, nothing stood out to me, but then I noticed a little trail weaving between boulders on one side of the lava river. Whether Temnon did it consciously or not, our stone tile followed the trail to its end.
“There!” Temnon lowered the stone to the ground and hopped off, running to a human skeleton.
He crouched next to it and sent his magic into the bones.
“So many fractures. This person fell from a great height.”
I pointed up to the jagged cavern roof hundreds of feet above us. “What’s up there?”
Using his magic, Temnon explored the space above us. “Just a hallway.”
I turned to the boulders. “There’s a trail in the dirt.”
“I saw it. Looks like he crawled before dying.”
“Did you see where it started? What’s above that?”
He paused, like he didn’t want to tell me, and touched the skull. “Grandpa Thayn’s quarters.”
Reaching into the ribcage, he pulled out a bit of moldy cloth. The lava river glowed on gold thread stitched in the shape of a planet surrounded by three stars. The symbol of First Earth. 
“He’s from my planet.” Temnon rubbed a thumb over the gold stars before delicately rifling through the scraps of rotted clothing. “He’s been here a long time. Over three years, I’d guess.”
As he lifted a patch of cloth from the ribcage, a heavier object slipped from the decaying threads and clattered on the ground. Temnon stared at it. I waited, determined to give him the time he needed. Finally, after several agonizing seconds, he wrapped his shaking fingers around a clunky metal chain and held up a grimy medallion. Lava glow glinted on the dented surface.
“What is it?”
“My first attempt at matter shaping. I found a flat rock in the river and wanted to make a medal. I worked on it for weeks.” He choked on a sound between a chuckle and a sob. “Look at the chain. What a mess. But he didn’t care. He proudly wore it everywhere.”
Temnon clutched the warped medallion and pressed his face hard into his fist. After a deep breath, he turned to me.
“This body,” he said, “this body is Grandpa Thayn. You knew, didn’t you?”
I knelt by the skeleton. Both femurs were snapped in half. It must have been torture crawling this far. 
“I’m so sorry, Tem. After you sent me home, Nemantia came to my Apex. He’d been calling her for months, but she was too afraid to answer him. We told Dame Maudine.”
“Why didn’t she contact us immediately?” 
“She said she was going to. She planned to get Grandmaster Shume and bring an army.” 
My answer confused him. “We haven’t heard a thing. Why?”
It was exactly what I feared. Fake Thayn was always three steps ahead. 
“The bad guy can impersonate anyone. He must have spoken to her as your dad, or Odric, or you. Who knows what he told her?”
“A shapeshifter,” Temnon said blankly as his brain wrapped around the reality of his grandfather’s fate. “It makes sense, now, what he did. He kept canceling visits and refused to come home. Of course he refused—Maudine might read his genetic code, Nemantia might suspect, even the security spell in the throne room could expose him.” Clenching the cloth in his fist, his face scrunched in agony. “He told me Third Earth was the key to saving the universe and that he needed me to take over for him. He convinced me that you made up the whole lie interference thing. I believed every word.”
I wanted to throw my arms around him, but he shook with anger. Now wasn’t the right time. “His impersonation was perfect.”
“No.” Temnon jumped up and paced. “No, it wasn’t. Grandpa Thayn was strong, but he was kind and loving and treated everyone with respect. That—that crap sack”—he pointed to the roof of the cavern—“is a power-hungry butt wipe who wishes he could impersonate my grandfather!” Temnon spun around, and with golden magic coating his fist, he punched a boulder. It flew back, smashing aside the other boulders until it hit the far wall. “I knew, Agnes. I knew, and I ignored my own conscience. How could I be so stupid?”
“Narcissists are really good at manipulating people.”
Temnon suddenly leaned forward and put a hand on the back of his head. Nemantia once told me our ancestors influenced us if we were open to them. Maybe Thayn led Temnon to his body and cuffed Tem in the back of his head himself. I liked to think he was with us, fighting for his family and to right all the imposter had wronged.
“So, now what?” Temnon turned to face me, meeting my eyes for the first time since I “lied” to Thayn.
This was it. Time to take charge. Good thing I made a plan in the Jent Path.
“I’m glad you asked,” I said, energy bubbling inside me. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while.” 
I jumped on the stone tile. Temnon placed the homemade medallion and the scrap of cloth with the First Earth symbol in his pocket as he lifted us both with his magic.
“The primary objective,” I said, “is to prevent the imposter and his supporters from escaping again. So, when you join your dad and uncle, quietly tell them about Thayn and the imposter and ask them to put up a barrier like Odric did at the battle with the demon army.”
He caught my enthusiasm. “Good idea, but even working together, they’ll need several minutes.” 
“No problem. Fake Thayn likes listening to himself talk. That should give them time to build the enchantment. Once it’s up, King Odric can expose Thayn as an imposter. The real Thayn’s body lies in evidence.”
It felt good to have Kyprios’s words work in our favor for once.
“Perfect,” Temnon said, but his smile melted away. “No, it isn’t perfect. The tombs are sacred, remember? We can’t admit we’ve been down here, or we’ll be sentenced to death and Fake Thayn wins.”
Dang it. I knew it was too easy. 
“That leaves one choice. I’ll reveal Thayn in front of the whole court. The spell I used on Suelta strips away false identities. Regent Menneth will order his capture. If he tries to run, he’ll be trapped by the barrier.”
“Don’t forget the ring of radicals. He’s sure to have support among the noblesse,” Temnon said. “They’ll target Dad and Uncle Odric, and they can’t fight if they’re holding the barrier.”
“Right. You protect them. Maudine said she was going to bring Grandmaster Shume and the paladins. I don’t know what misinformation the imposter gave them, but if they are still here, they can help.”
“Jenz can contact them.”
We approached the top of the tombs where Fake Thayn and his traitorous society of evil dragons waited for us. One mistake, and Lumi was doomed. A stab of fear stuck firmly in my heart. That guy didn’t leave much wiggle room. My plan had to go perfectly, or he’d win. The problem was, I didn’t know what his intents were other than to discredit me and kill my Lumi.
“The loyal dragons will help,” I said, more for my own encouragement than for Temnon’s benefit.
“I don’t like leaving you alone.”
“I won’t be alone. Grimmal and Lumi will have a lot of pent up anger they’ll want to unleash.”
Just below the ceiling, Temnon’s magic still glittered on the covered hole.
“One more thing, Tem,” I said, linking one finger around his pinky. “The last thing I said to you—Thayn’s spell made me lie. I could never hate you.”
“I don’t know why I believed it.” Temnon, the old Temnon, almost put his hand on my face, but he stopped just short of my skin and dropped his arm. “I don’t blame you if you never forgive me,” he said. “I’m an idiot.”
“Psht,” I said, flopping a dismissive hand. “We’ll get to that. Let’s save our friends first.”
It had been too long since I’d seen that gentle love in his blue eyes.
“Ready?”
I stoked my new spell and streaks of light surrounded me. “Bend,” I whispered. 
Temnon opened the hole, and we entered the courtroom in front of the door to the human waiting room. Hundreds of roaring dragons leaned out of their boxes, their flame and smoke licking the air. Grimmal and Lumi huddled in a dejected pile of fur, and Phar Sekmet, in full helcat form, danced around in front of the witness stand with an arched back, hissing white-hot sparks at the noblesse.
I guessed her plea for mercy hadn’t gone well.
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“Go,” I whispered to Temnon. “It will look like you came from the door.”
Temnon straightened his back and marched in with confidence. Arch Mage Claude bravely calmed the phar and escorted her back to the stand. Fake Thayn stepped up and held out his hands to the crowd, like a self-important defender of dragonkind. The noblesse settled down in their boxes and waited intently. 
Kyprios eyed Thayn from his box. We were scheduled to hear from Phar Sekmet of Fifth Earth, he declared. Do you have a statement, Ambassador?
“I do,” Fake Thayn replied, his arms crossed over his puffed-out chest.
He launched into a passionate speech about law verses mercy. I half-listened. Temnon reached his uncle and father and whispered into their ears. He showed them the medallion and scrap of cloth. If they were surprised, their identical faces didn’t announce it. The two of them grasped hands, and a ball of golden light swirled around their fingers.
“While we have all sworn to uphold dragon law,” Thayn said, “are we willing to risk endangering the alliances we have won?”
What a hypocrite. Shutting out his lies, I double-checked my spell for holes and silently crept closer. As I passed Grimmal and Lumi, she lifted her tiny head and turned her ears toward my nearly silent footsteps. Sweet Lumi, always on guard. 
“Of course,” Thayn’s tone shifted from sincere to accusing, “the trust of an alliance must be reciprocated for it to work.” 
I froze to listen. What did he have planned? 
“Arch Mage Agnes of Second Earth proved herself untrustworthy. She outed herself in her own lies, and now two more representatives of allied planets are here, King Odric of First Earth and Phar Sekmet of Fifth Earth.”
I glanced over my shoulder. Odric and Claude both wore the same hardened expressions of fury but poured energy into their spell. The ball of gold enclosed the whole witness stand. Temnon whispered to the phar. White hot claws snapped out of her flaming toes and her head lowered, exposing her sizzling, arched neck.
Thayn spoke on. “As you know, I am a son of First Earth.” 
My lie detector alerted me with an irritating buzz. I wished all the dragons in the court felt it. I placed myself firmly between Thayn and the door to the annex. If he tried to run before Claude and Odric finished their spell, I’d be ready.
“My heart will always remember my home planet, but I have dedicated my life to you of the dragon world. While I am torn inside”—Thayn’s voice shook with emotion and he coughed to hide his turmoil—“I have to act according to my conscience.”
Here it was. The point of all the lies.
What are you saying? the vice regent boomed.
Thayn’s broad chest expanded, and he bellowed, “King Odric and Phar Sekmet have joined armies to march against Third Earth. Their men wait on the edge of the Jent Path, ready to invade.”
A powerful quiet blanketed the arena.
Magnus Dux Dominath, Menneth said, has this been verified?
Dominath’s white scales glinted as he lowered his head. Although they have not crossed into our atmosphere or broken any of our laws, a regiment of paladins from First Earth has been spotted, Regent. 
My head burst with hundreds of telepathic voices yelling in protest, anger, fear, and every other emotion spurred by the catastrophic announcement. Jerk imposter used Maudine and the paladins to make us seem like hostile aggressors. It was a spiteful, manipulative, brilliant move. Thayn’s fake sadness didn’t completely hide his expression of triumph; the same look he displayed as Ranah when he slapped his interference spell on my head. Who was this guy really?
The regent shook his furry mane. Peace magic drifted and filled the court with its influence. He uncoiled from his mound of coins and floated down from his box. I ran out from under him and stopped where Grimmal and Lumi were chained. As Menneth landed, his huge body displaced a rush of air which blew through my hair. 
Lumi lifted her head and sniffed the air. She wobbled over to her father and mewed. Grimmal sniffed once, and his green eyes searched in my direction. They knew I was here. I hoped my presence was enough to counter any ideas of abandonment.  
Menneth stomped over to Thayn and the others. As he approached, his head and front legs rose, and he balanced his weight on the remaining four legs. Towering over my friends, he crossed his forelegs, and scowled down at them.
King Odric of First Earth, he said with quiet intensity, your own father accuses you of acts of war. The presence of your armies supports these accusations. How do you respond?
Still grasping the hand of his twin, Odric raised his voice for all to hear. “My armies are organized and at the ready, Regent Menneth, but not to march against you or those loyal to Third Earth. They are here to expose this traitor.” He spat the final word out and pointed at Thayn with his free hand. “This imposter is not my father.”
I only noticed the flash of panic on Thayn’s face because I hoped to see it. The lying shapeshifter adapted in an instant.
“What is wrong with you?” he thundered, chest out and biceps clenched. “You mean to distract the court with this outrageous claim?” 
“Claim? It’s the truth,” Odric countered, standing firm. “My daughter and Arch Mage Agnes traveled to the spirit realm and talked to the deceased spirit of our real father.”
“You murdered him,” Claude said, adding his testimony, “and stole his appearance to infiltrate the noblesse of this court. You are the threat to Third Earth, not the allied worlds.”
The noblesse gave mixed reactions. Some ready to listen, while many others displayed aggression. A particularly loud huff of ridicule came from that rust-colored wyvern in the west wing behind me. She stomped her winged foreclaws in firm objection and let loose a hoarse caw.
Phar Sekmet stalked a few paces in Thayn’s direction, her claws scratching burn marks on the stone. “It is you who have engineered these circumstances,” she snarled. “I will join my forces with those of First Earth and defend my loved ones against your traitorous scheming.”
Odric continued, free hand placed on the hilt of his sword. “Regent Menneth, we officially request the noblesse to release this imposter into our custody to answer to the murder of Thayn Rayden, ambassador to Third Earth, and son of the warrior queen of First Earth, Dame Maudine Odonata.”
Thayn chuckled and shook his head in disbelief. 
“I see,” he said, just loud enough to engage the projection enchantment. “You have fallen for the lies of the so-called truth wizard, haven’t you, son? She puts on a good performance, I’ll admit. I believed in her at first, but she just couldn’t keep ahead of her own lies.”
That jack-a degenerate! My magic hummed and, almost on its own, collected an intense ball of heat in my chest. The chains holding Grimmal and Lumi rattled in the blast of power coming from me. Lumi’s nose inhaled the air, and the frightened defeat melted from her face. Her silver eyes glittered, and she grew into a snow leopard the size of a truck, with diamond claws.
Thayn didn’t notice my building magic or Lumi’s transformation. He was too busy with his sympathetic grandfather act.
“She ensnared Nemantia with her false innocence, but in truth, she’s pure hate. Just ask Temnon.” Thayn put a heavy hand on Temnon’s shoulder, bringing the attention of the whole court to him. “Tell them what she said to you, Tem. When you chose to be loyal to Third Earth, tell them how she responded.”
Temnon, pale and rigid, clutched the medallion he gave to his real grandfather, his eyes showing his fuming anger very similar to Claude’s.
“My grandson’s been through the worst betrayal,” Thayn continued. “Betrayal of the heart. But he’s young and naive. What’s your excuse, Odric?” 
“You keep turning this back to me and my family,” Odric stated. “But you have yet to answer my accusation.”
Thayn gave Odric a dismissive shrug. “You say I’m an imposter, but where is your proof, son? Other than the testimony of a discredited wizard and your daughter, who was misled by her lies, where is your proof?”
Odric hesitated. The blank expression of someone with no way out paled his face. He had concrete proof, but he couldn’t legally present it to the court. Thayn’s plan was so absolute, even the testimonies of King Odric and Nemantia were useless because they supported me, the proven liar. A delighted snarl of victory twisted Thayn’s lip, and he leaned back, pointing at Odric. 
“You and First Earth are the true enemies,” he accused. “You and the girl liar construed the fallacy of sun larvae to trick your way into our court and spread lies and disharmony. When Iloress discovered your plot and tried to intervene, you commanded your traitorous sciftan allies to kill her.” 
An angry swell of supporting roars rose in the arena. Thayn intended to convince the noblesse to secede from the alliance and turn Odric and Phar Sekmet into enemies of the dragons. Judging from the reaction of the noblesse, he was getting away with it.
“Don’t listen to him,” Odric insisted. “He’s lying!”
With arrogance, Thayn strode to take the center of the floor, forcing the mighty Menneth to back up closer to his box. His jeweled headdress caught the light and sent crazy rainbows dancing over the floor. The rainbows collided with my spell, and they flew in unnatural directions. Menneth’s huge, yellow eye slits glanced at me. Crap. He saw me. Or at least, he saw the haphazardly flying rainbows. I held my breath, waiting to be roasted alive, but he remained still.
Thayn threw up both hands like a fascist despot. “Friends of the noblesse. When will you see the truth? When will you rise against our enemies? We must punish these conspirators and save our planet from their cunning plot before they debilitate our raw power with their underhanded politics.”
“Our plot?” Odric spat. “You are blaming us for what you have orchestrated!”
“Every bit of evidence is against you, son. Your own daughter’s skill showed the court Iloress’s true motivations. You cannot support what you claim. You can’t prove I’m an imposter,” he shouted in triumph, “no one can!”
“Guess again!” I yelled, casting my voice and mind to every dragon in the courtroom. 
I poured my light into a visible ball the size of a hippo and held it with my magic in the air above me. Power pulsed from it, blowing the heavy chandeliers against their chains and rippling up the sides of the arena. The metallic clinking of the dragons’ jewelry joined snorts of bewilderment.
“I can prove it, you cheap knock-off!”
I hurled the ball into Thayn. Much to my satisfaction, his over-sized shadow rose and swirled in darkness around him. Deep shadows stretched out his nose and chin, making him look wild and savage. He twisted around, searching for the source of the spell, but his sweeping glances scanned the boxes above me. Hah. I stripped away the first layer of deception.
“I’ll show everyone who you really are,” I said, again casting my words into the minds of all around me. I hammered him with another ball of power.
His skin and clothes blew off, and a shiny, wet clod of swirling blackness remained.
“You interfered with my gift. Any lie I told came from you.” 
I threw another ball into the swirling blackness, determined to strip the dark shadow from Fake Thayn. His shadow enveloped my light, but then, my magic ball swelled and exploded in a starburst of piercing beams. Two protruding lumps grew and unfurled into huge, black wings with skin stretched between long, arching bones. 
Wings? What the cuss was that thing? 
“Sweet First Earth,” Grimmal roared. “He isn’t human. Don’t let up, Agnes!”
I didn’t. I quickly formed balls in each hand and threw one into the shadow yelling, “That’s for murdering the real Thayn!”
A long neck stretched from his shoulders and horns from his head. 
I chucked the other one. “That’s for telling Iloress to eat me and getting Lumi and Grimmal arrested!”
Light swept across the surface of the lump, carving it into a thick, muscled body and four clawed feet. 
With both hands together, I hosed the huge figure with a direct flood of truth. “And that, you narcissistic jerk, is for interfering with my gift and making everyone think I’m a hateful liar!”
The disguise melted beneath the power of my truth, exposing every scale, every tooth, and every claw to the full view of the court. Where the Fake Thayn Rayden had stood, there now loomed a shadowy dragon equal in size to Dominath. Flames as red as blood flickered between his curving fangs and oil dripped from his scales into a puddle around his serrated claws.
By the mouth of Dauthaz, Dominath whispered in my head. He’s supposed to be dead. 
“He who?”
My brother. Pyranathos. The Dragon of Lies.
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Dominath roared, and like a streak of lightning, he leaped from his box and pounded into the intruder. His momentum knocked the dark dragon to his side, and they slid in the oil closer to the east wing of the arena. Dominath ensnared Py-whatever in an inescapable hold, slammed his head to the ground, and snapped his jaws around the back of his head.
Reunited again, brother, Dominath said.
Brother? Holy freak! Like, he was literally Dominath’s brother?
I felt his wicked growl reverberating in the stone floor, but he stayed still. Wise move, considering how one twist of Dominath’s head would sever more than just an artery or two. Close to the ground, Pyran-a-thing’s fiery orange eyes finally spotted me. I’d forgotten my invisibility spell. Oops. The corners of his mouth peeled back in a delighted grin. Smoke puffed from his nostrils as he chuckled at me.
You’ve learned a new trick, Arch Mage. His real voice was rich and smooth—the silvery tongue of a practiced liar. Invisibility? How impressive. A lie, almost. I must admit I’d counted you out of this little game. A mistake on my part. And now my hubris has landed me in a delicate position.
“Agnes!” Claude energetically gestured with his free hand. “Get out of their way. Come over here. Hurry now!”
Oh, right. Angry dragons everywhere, and compared to them, I was the size of a cockroach. Menneth’s bony plates extended and rattled with anger. He slithered to Pyranathos, and I had to dash for the west wing or get stomped on. Separated from the Odonatas, I tried to catch Tem’s eye between Menneth’s thick legs, but he stared at the oily dragon in shock, his head shaking on its own.
Pyranathos. Menneth spoke publicly. You have been declared an enemy of the government for all eternity. Even after your supposed death, you continue your attempts to subterfuge the government of Third Earth. Why? Have we not made it abundantly clear that we choose civility over the wild ways of the ancient ones?
Beneath the undulating serpentine body of Menneth, Pyranathos’s orange eyes, striped with burnt gold, twitched, like he mentally adapted his plan.
Are you a part of the radicals seeking to destroy our government? Menneth pressed.
No, Pyranathos answered, with astonishing sincerity. I am part of a noble brotherhood of freedom fighters who yearn to have our rights restored. I wish only for dragons to live as they were intended by birthright. 
You’ve not changed at all, Pyranathos. Menneth clamped a forefoot onto Pyranathos’s muzzle, holding it shut. You know the consequences of returning here. You are sentenced to death.
In spite of Dominath’s weight, Pyranathos chuckled again. It grew in power, swelling into a huffing, full-on evil laugh that spit flame between Menneth’s toes. 
According to your own precious laws, he projected firmly into our minds, a public execution must be supported by a majority vote of the current noblesse. Call a vote, Regent. Let’s hear the will of your own governing body.
Oh, flip. How many dragons of the court were under his thumb? Judging by Pyranathos’s evil laughter, he knew he had the majority already. This was bad. 
I see now, Menneth said. Your goal all along was to destroy our government. You’ve manipulated the vote.
No, Regent. I merely shared my passion for freedom, and there were many who responded favorably. Is this not the essence of politics?
Man, that guy was good at lying. My gift hummed inside me, and a personal epiphany kindled my own understanding. The best lies are slightly twisted truth. The only difference between manipulation and persuasion is whether the speaker respects the hearer’s will. That was scary to me.
Menneth shook his mane and his gift of peace drifted to fill even the highest boxes. Cast your votes then, my noblesse. Yellow in support of the death penalty, blue against.
In a maelstrom of fire, jets of flaming breath shot upward. Magic sparkled among the flames, changing the colors to display the dragon’s votes. Joining just below the metal chandeliers, the individual streams filled two pools of fire, one yellow, one blue.
The rusty wyvern who clearly supported Pyranathos blew the last stream of fire. It reached the blue pool, and magic brightened the color, signifying it as the majority vote. 
Growling in ferocious anger, Dominath tightened his teeth on his brother’s head, and a few scales popped loudly as they cracked under the pressure. Still, Pyranathos snorted huffs of glee, and liquid fire spattered between his teeth, threatening to ignite the oil accumulating under his belly.
How can you be surprised, Dominath? the dark dragon goaded. You know how I think. I’ve considered every eventuality, every possible outcome. I’m a master of strategy and as patient as death. Did you think I’d show my face in any form before securing complete victory? I’ve won. My brotherhood has sworn eternal allegiance to me, and we have the majority. Third Earth is mine.
Dominath’s silver magic fell onto his brother’s oily scales, then laser-beamed into the stands of the noblesse. One struck the rusty wyvern and a puff of shadow erupted and disintegrated as the knowledge magic exposed a symbol on her chest. A symbol of a curved sword slicing a cloud. Hundreds more shone in the stands. 
Menneth’s bone plates lowered as he realized how many of his noblesse worked against him. He knew he was done. With aching sadness, he removed his claws from his enemy’s muzzle. His sorrow slipped inside me and made my own heart throb in misery. I tried so hard, but I wasn’t enough. Even with the bad guy revealed and the lies exposed, the regent still lost. The noblesse voted Pyranathos free. Third Earth’s reign of governance was over. Pyranathos manipulated, planned, and nudged every eventuality until he cornered the regent with his own law. 
Was it over? What now? I doubted the wicked radicals acknowledged political immunity. My wrists burned with phantom pain as I remembered swimming in digestive juices. I didn’t have my magic armor; stomach acid would dissolve this Second Earth riot gear in a flash. A wave of panic made me sick to my stomach. My hand reached for my Aether Stone, almost on its own, but a glance at Lumi made my dad’s words echo in my head.
It’s not about winning or achieving some lofty goal. It’s about trying, every day, to be a little bit better.
All I had to do was try. I was in charge of this circus of a plan, so, I tried. I tried hard to think of a way out of this. But how? How with so many ominous radical marks glowing all around me? Then a different sparkle radiated from an empty box, where Iloress’s neck harness caught the light from the blue pool. A beautiful thought bloomed.
“Wait! Wait! Hold on!” I shouted, putting myself in the spotlight. “Dragons are ranked by status and families, and the top three hundred form the noblesse, right?” I flung a hand to the black dragon girl’s box. “Iloress is dead. You are one vote short. Who takes her spot?”
With a faint glint of hope in his eye, the regent swung around to face his vice regent. Kyprios, still in his box, flared his nostrils in confusion. A little blast of fire from the back of the arena rose, sparkled with magic and joined the yellow pool. 
I do! Bandlash skittered out, with his wide, mouthy smile. As a son of the noble and ancient line of the Vooran Fell, I do, and I vote for civilization!
Bandlash ran straight up vertical walls and snaked over the levels of the arena until he happily landed in Iloress’s box. His forelegs brushed the piles of gold out of the box, raining it onto the dragons below, and his rearmost legs ran in place excitedly. It almost made him look like a dog wagging his tail.
Menneth swelled in delight. His own, little, distant cousin tied the votes. The sparkle of the blue pool vanished and both pools hung, evenly matched, and undecided.
Menneth raised up on his back legs, his foreclaws spread wide to the newest member of his noblesse, and declared, With the vote of Bandlash, son of the Vooran Fell line, the vote is tied. As is proper, the vice regent will cast the deciding vote.
It all came down to Vice Regent Kyprios. His blast of fire joined the pool of yellow flame. So, he stayed honestly neutral from the beginning. Without my gift working properly, I had been blind to the truth.
Menneth roared in triumph, his foreclaws clapping as loud as a cannon blast. 
Execution is supported by the majority. 
Pyranathos’s stunned eyes froze on the pools of flame above him. He ordered Iloress to eat me. Her death, in the end, lost him the majority and sealed his own fate. Ironic.
The ground shook as Menneth stamped his forelegs down and lowered his head to Pyranathos. His telepathy accompanied a deep, rumbling, growl. 
And now, Pyranathos, you are, once again, pronounced a traitor to Third Earth. Those who have sworn their lives to your corrupt dream will have one chance to renounce you, or they will share in your sentence just as they shared in your traitorous deception. Magnus Dux Dominath! By the authority I hold as regent of Third Earth, end him!
Instead of the crunch of a snapped skull, the weight of Dominath crashed through wisps of shadow onto the stone floor.
Pyranathos disappeared.
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“Odric, the barrier,” shouted Claude.
The enchanter twins released their united spell. A blast of energy knocked me onto my bum, and a bubble of swirling gold lined the arena. The doubled power of the twins created the osmotic barrier in minutes, but it required their constant focus.
The rust-colored wyvern near me transported in a flash of blue light but ricocheted off the golden bubble and sprawled in a heap back in her box. The dragon in the neighboring box, a drake with ruby-red scales, snapped his whip-like tail around the wall separating them. It wrapped around her neck, and he dragged her into his box, bathing her in flames. Her silver jewelry melted and dripped off her muzzle. She folded her wings and lay still, humbled and docile. 
Roaring with a rage that nearly melted my eardrums, Menneth rose again, forearms extended. The stone floor beneath my socks rumbled as he shifted his weight.
Pyranathos! You will not escape again! I call upon those who cherish peace! Fight for your honor! Fight for your future! Protect our allies and our sacred law! This radical society ends here and now!
The arena trembled with roars, and I covered my ears. Flames burst, and dragons from both sides tore apart the walls of their boxes to fight their neighbors, tossing blocky chunks of stone into the center. I shrieked and clumsily ran around in a deadly game of dodge-dragon. A swipe of diamond claws batted away a falling chunk before it beaned me on the head. 
“Lumi!” I cried, throwing my arms around her neck. In all the ruckus, I didn’t see who released her. “I’m so sorry I got you in trouble!”
“I knew you’d save me,” she purred, whacking another chunk as I stroked her furry gray spots. “I knew you’d beat that lying devil.”
“I didn’t beat him. He got away.”
“Not yet.” Her nose twitched. “I still smell him. He smells like oil and chemicals.”
“I’m so stupid!” I slapped my own head, disgusted by my inability to see the obvious. “You smelled him all along, just in different forms.”
Lumi growled deep in her chest. “I should have torn out his throat when he pretended to be that cringing little servant.”
I stroked her fur.
“We didn’t know he was a super-narc murderer then. The Dragon of Lies. No wonder we didn’t guess. He’s my opposite. I couldn’t see his magic or feel his curse because he tailored them to me. The curse he put on me only hijacked the truth when it suited his plot. He knew perfectly how to sidestep my gift.”
“He made the draugr lie.” Lumi’s ears flattened in anger. “He cursed her as well.”
“Or changed her words as they came out of her mouth. Remember how he stared at her so intently?”
Arch Mage Agnes, Dominath called from the other side of the arena, you are best equipped to find Pyranathos.
“Me?” I choked.
Behind Dominath, a huge Loch Ness monster-type dragon with rolls of fat flopped from the lower row in the east wing and propelled forward like an obese walrus, flippers slapping the stone. An ominous gas hissed from his mouth.
“Look out!” I yelled to Dominath.
He turned and charged to meet his opponent. The water dragon smothered him in obscene amounts of flabby flesh. Nasty.
From beneath the fat, Dominath continued our conversation. My brother excels in strategy and deception but possesses little magic. Yours outshines his like the sun to a candle. Dominath surged to his feet, and the dragon blob tumbled off like loose gelatin. Leave the radicals to us, Agnes. Find Pyranathos and mark his location, then I will end him forever.
Find the invisible dragon. Great. How hard could it be?
“Lumi,” I said, “we have to find Pyranathos. Can you follow his scent?”
“Possibly.” She swiped me into her chest as a portion of wall thudded into the floor, smashing the stone tile to bits. “Do invisible dragons cast a shadow?”
“I guess we’ll find out.”
We scampered out of the center, and I flattened myself against the west wing of the horseshoe arena wall to avoid falling stone and wild spurts of flaming breath. With silent footsteps, Lumi stalked around the edge toward the regent’s box at the north, her intently sniffing nose near the ground. 
“Smell anything yet?”
“Only that he’s somewhere in here. I need to find where his trail originates. Then I can follow it to his exact location.”
Pyranathos vanished from where Dominath battled the Loch Ness blob, on the other side of the gigantic arena. We had a long way to go. 
Suddenly, a grasping foot laced with claws reached down the wall and snatched me off the ground. A lanky dragon with a hard beak attached to the end of his muzzle roared in my face. From deep in his gullet, I felt a rush of heat blow my hair and heard an electric crackle of sparks. Hands pinned to my side, a ball of light swelled from my chest. I willed it to fly into his open jaws just as fire billowed into his mouth.
“Harden,” I yelled, clenching my whole body with determination.
The ball solidified, forcing his jaws open and wedging in his teeth. Orange light glowed behind the stretched membranes at the corner of his mouth. My light blocked his fire, which probably cooked his throat. Thrashing in pain, he dropped me to claw at the ball stuck in his mouth.
Lumi caught me awkwardly in her fluffy arms, and golden magic twinkled around my attacker’s box. I knew that pattern. Temnon joined the fight. He magically shifted the stone walls into thin, but ultra-dense bars and captured the traitor in an inescapable prison. The radical dragon swept his long neck down around the shadowy mark on his chest and smashed his powerful shoulders against the bars. He slammed against them several times, his haunches bulging and straining.
Dumb dragon. He was clueless about Temnon’s matter-shaping skill. He’d break his own bones before those bars.
I gave Temnon a grateful two-handed wave. He managed a quick smile before a group of flying dragons leaped from their boxes, flames pointed at Claude and Odric. With a sweep of his hand, Temnon lifted truckloads of the rubble from the center and formed a stone umbrella over the twins, deflecting the dragon fire. A few dragons landed on the arching stone, claws raking the stone into dust. Behind the twins, Jenz opened a Jent Path for the legal team. They all jumped in except one, who ran to Temnon’s side. With a very cool dive roll, Jenz fired his sleek, long weapon. With accurate marksmanship, his weapon’s spells turned the dragon’s claws to stone. With the next long scratch, the stone claws grated to dust instead of the covering. Stone was weaker than dragon claw.
Lumi batted me lightly, pushing me onward. 
“Prince Temnon is finally doing something useful,” she said. “We mustn’t divide his attention. Protect us with a light shield. Do you have enough energy?”
“Not tons. Revealing Pyranathos tired me.”
I sucked energy from the flaming dragon breath streaming overhead, but it wasn’t enough. I considered the radical dragon with my light ball stuck in his mouth. Experimentally, I tried to draw energy from him. To my surprise, he gave it up without fighting. I guess he decided he’d be better off taking a nap and rethinking his political position. With his energy heating my chest, I cast a slightly flexible shield spell around Lumi and me. There. No more grabbing dragons.
“Ready,” I said, “let’s get moving.”
I followed Lumi at a jog, scrambling over and around fallen debris and wishing I hadn’t ditched my boots. We rounded the arena to the north until we reached Kyprios in his box. A larger wyvern, diving and spinning like a stunt plane, attacked the vice regent. Kyprios kept his own wings folded and waited patiently, his spiked cheeks rattling in an aggressive display and his deep, brown eyes glued to his foe’s aeronautical antics. 
“I don’t like this,” Lumi said, as the wyvern’s tail smacked the floor with each dive. “He’s moving too fast. We’ll run past as he climbs. Stay by the wall and run on my signal.”
At the wyvern’s next dive, Lumi tensed her legs. Green flames filled the vice regent’s box as the wyvern spread his grayish wings to catch himself, and swoop upward again. At the first powerful stroke of his wings, Lumi sprang forward.
“Now, run!”
I dashed after her but flinched at a rapid movement above us. Kyprios’s spiked head swung through the flames like a giant, medieval mace and slammed the wyvern in the chest. Knocked out of the air, the wyvern hit the wall above me, and his head slapped into my light shield. I yelped, and Lumi jumped, back arched, fur upright, into my shield. Kyprios leaned out of his box and clenched the wyvern’s neck in his claws, effectively pinning him against my shield. The wyvern raked his back claws across Kyprios’s copper-scaled chest and tried to gouge out the warm, brown eyes with his pinching wing talons. Kyprios swatted away the leathery wings with the bone spade tip of his tail. 
Lumi and I, tucked inside my invisible shield, plastered ourselves against the wall. The sharp edge of Kyprios’s spade bent the light dangerously close to Lumi’s face, and she shrunk a size or two. The wyvern’s murky eye, close enough for me to reach out and touch, focused on me for one split second, then it bulged from its socket. 
“Look at his eye,” I blurted to Lumi. “Is he suffocating?”
“Kyprios is cutting off the circulation to his brain,” she said.
“How awful.”
“No,” Lumi corrected, “necessary. They need live witnesses.” 
I saw her point. Menneth said the spies they’d caught in the past had killed themselves rather than given up the mastermind. The wyvern’s clear eye film closed as he passed out and his slimy, forked tongue flopped out of his gasping jaws, sliding down my shield with a slow, high-pitched squeeeeak.
“Ew,” I said. 
Kyprios hauled his limp opponent into his box and noticed me for the first time. His head jerked down at me in startled realization.
Arch Mage!  I heard in my head. Grab my tail! Quickly!
I didn’t really process what Kyprios said because the ground shook beneath my feet. I instantly went to earthquake survival mode. I crouched by the wall and covered my head.
“No, Agnes,” Lumi cried, “drop your shield!”
She snapped her teeth into the back of my Kevlar vest and leaped for Kyprios’s stretched tail. One diamond claw pierced the tip of the boney spade. With me dangling like a kitten from Lumi’s mouth, Kyprios yanked us from the ground level thirty feet up into his box as a green and blue freight train tumbled horizontally across the floor and smashed into the wall. Kyprios was knocked off his feet, and his tail swung violently. Lumi slipped. For one heart-stopping moment we hung weightless in the air. With amazing feline agility, she cranked her spine to turn midair and propel with all four feet off the freight train’s side. We landed on the limp body of the unconscious wyvern lying in the box. 
Panting heavily, Lumi set me on the rough, gray scales. 
“That was too close,” she said. “Your light shield would not have protected us.”
“Not an earthquake?”
“Not even earth.”
Nope. Not earth. Light from the metal sconces glittered off the shining, green scales of Regent Menneth. He had another long drake, a blue one, coiled in a struggle of death. They spun against the wall in a double helix of clenching muscles and glittering magic. The blue drake used a spell that soaked into Menneth’s scales. I studied the pattern with breathless fear. 
“He’s weakening the regent,” I yelled to Kyprios. “Can you help?”
The regent has never fallen in battle, he replied, already focused on his next foe. You’d best leave this place. You’ll be crushed.
I wanted to leave. Oh cripes, how I wanted to leave.
“As soon as I find that liar who made everybody hate me,” I said, sliding down the wyvern’s side, “I’ll definitely leave.”
A wave of his admiration warmed my head as he punched a hole in the wall with his tail. Fight with vigor, Arch Mage.
Lumi and I climbed through the hole. Regent Menneth’s box was extra-long, to accommodate his giant drake coils, and his gold coins kept slipping beneath my feet. On the other side of his box, Lumi carved another hole with her diamond claws, and we entered Dominath’s empty box.
I made the mistake of checking on my friends and instantly got overwhelmed. Phar Sekmet, in flaming helcat form, ran for her life near the ceiling, pursued by three flying dragons and a wyvern. Temnon and Jenz, hunkered under the crumbling stone umbrella, fought off dozens of attacks. Jenz shouted repeatedly into his military insignia. Was he trying to contact Grandmaster Shume and Dame Maudine? Thayn knew they were there; he probably accessed the planet’s security and sent the whole regiment to the jungle. High above my head, dragons pounded against the golden dome, testing the enchanter strength of Claude and Odric. A flashback of ivory teeth suddenly snapping me up closed my throat and my lungs forgot how to expand. One dragon was way too much for me to handle, and this entire arena, as large as a city, erupted in hundreds of deadly struggles. 
I coughed, my legs trembled, and my courage fled. Black spots swarmed across my eyes and I dizzily wobbled. I knew this feeling; I was close to shutting down. I bent over, hands on my knees, and breathed deeply. 
Far across the arena, Temnon’s magic flew. With a sweep of his hands, he repaired the crumbling umbrella and compressed it. Then he gathered a shining laser of gold and shot it into the stone. Steel spears erupted like quills on a porcupine. The dragons scratching away at the cover jumped in pain. Hovering on their wings, they licked their wounded feet.
Temnon had to be scared, too, but he kept fighting. He kept trying. 
I clawed my way out of the overpowering stimulation. The color, the noise, the fear—none of that could hurt me. 
Come on, Agnes, I thought, slapping my own cheeks. You’re okay. You’re a wizard now. You can do this. You can do this.
“I smell him,” Lumi said, her nose twitching. “He passed through here.”
I forced my protesting body to turn and look for shadows. Nothing. Lumi shifted into her stone form and sniffed furiously where the box opened to the arena. Her nose led her to the farthest wall in Dominath’s box and up the side. 
“Agnes,” Lumi said, silvery eyes wide with excitement. “He came through here. I found his trail.”
“Okay,” I said. “That’s a good thing. Now what?”
“We hunt.” 
With her stone ruff rippling, she dug her claws into the wall to climb. She was moving too fast. We needed a plan. 
“Hang on, Lumi,” I said, pondering how to capture an invisible dragon. “Let’s use stealth mode.”
Her whiskers quivered in anticipation. “Yes. Silent stalkers,” she purred. “He’ll not even see who delivers the killing pounce.”
“We just find him and point him out to Dominath.”
At least, I hoped we could. That Loch Ness blubber ball steadily wore him down. Dominath’s claws and teeth didn’t seem to damage the rolls of fat. In fact, all the loyal dragons were presently engaged in life and death battles. How could I strategize without any assets? My brain mushed in confusion, and no ideas came.
Lumi hissed and crouched. A dragon, diving from the top of the arena like a falcon, plummeted right at us. My hands flew up to form a light shield, but another huge form, this one leaping up from below, blocked the light. 
“It’s Grimmal,” yowled Lumi.
Stone Grimmal tackled the purple, spiny beast mid-dive. A few dragon spines, crushed by the impact, oozed a steaming liquid. Poison, most likely. Good thing Grimmal turned to stone. They slid and crashed into the rear of the box, leaving a trail of slime that evaporated into smoke. A cloud of dust from the cracked wall exploded into the air and masked the flurry of swiping claws and biting teeth.
“Up,” yelled Lumi. “Give him room to fight.”
Grabbing my vest in her teeth again, she extended her diamond claws, sunk them into the stone, and climbed above her father’s wrestling foe. I dangled like a wet rag, helpless and useless. My knees banged against the wall, and I slapped my forearms into the stone to protect my face. The elbow pads and gloves of the riot gear scraped all the way up. Irritation fueled a burst of focus and energy. 
“Drat it, Lumi, I’m a wizard,” I yelled over the screeching plastic. “Not a cat toy.”
“Sowwy,” she mumbled around my vest. “Just twying to keep you safe.”
“I’ve had it with these stupid dragons and their stupid secret society,” I shouted. “We’re going to sniff out Pyranathos, surround him and pin. Him. Down.” I banged my gloved palmed against the wall.
“Good plan.”
“Now who in this gigantic place is not currently fighting for their lives?”
“Uh.” Still dangling like fresh kill, I swung into Lumi’s arm as she turned her head to check. “Who’s zat by Temnon? A water eh-wa-mental?”
Sure enough, the one lawyer who didn’t leave with the others shot streams at a dragon pursuing Phar Sekmet and bound its wings in watery ropes. Unable to fly, the hapless dragon careened like a meteor into the upper floors of the east wing. The roof over half a dozen boxes collapsed, trapping the dragons inside. 
I’d seen that water rope technique before. “It’s Rein! I forgot he came with the legal team. He can help. And what about Bandlash?”
“The tiny dwake?” Lumi kept climbing. “Too small.”
“He has other talents,” I insisted. “Besides, small is good for not alerting prey.”
“Mmm.” 
Lumi maneuvered around the edge of the wall and onto the top of Dominath’s box. The three royal boxes, not separated by walls, were only slightly smaller than a football field. The river of lava, flowing serenely from the dragon’s sculptured mouth, toasted my face from fifty yards away. Lumi set me down, and an unpleasant trickle, probably her saliva, dripped down my neck. 
I had to be about eighty feet above the ground level. Although rows upon rows of boxes soared up several hundred feet on both sides, there was only open space directly above me. It gave me a great view, and I easily saw the positions of everyone in the arena. On top of the royal boxes was a relatively safe place to be. 
Make that a very safe place to be. A safe place for a truth wizard, a sciftan kitten, and an invisible dragon with few places to hide where no one would bump into him. 
My shoulders erupted in creepy, crawly goosebumps, like a cold shadow glared hate into the back of my head. Suddenly nervous, I sent Lumi a telepathic message. 
Scent strong here? Try to smell without moving.
She inhaled, and her stone skin bunched as she felt my nervous awareness. With a very slight grind, her head nodded.
“Where do you think he went?” I asked aloud.
Bless my Lumi. She got the hint. She theorized about how Pyranathos must have slipped out before the barrier formed and what he might do next. I ignored my lie detector’s buzz while I telepathically wound through the hundreds of vast minds until I connected to Rein and Bandlash. Being able to see them, even in the distance, helped.
Rein? Bandlash? I’m tracking Pyranathos with Lumi. We are on top of Dominath’s box, and his scent is strong here. Can you help?
Bandlash’s eager telepathy answered, I’m with you, Arch Mage. Anything you need.
Rein didn’t have telepathy, but he left the protective cover and started across the minefield of fighting dragons.
No, stay there, Rein, I directed. Bandlash, can you bring him?
To answer, a steady hum of pattering feet droned like an engine under the roars of outrage. A chartreuse streak of light raced down the stacked boxes, zipped between fallen stones, and stopped at Rein’s side a fraction of a second later. The instant Rein leaped onto the little drake’s back, Bandlash shot toward us, running up and over the regent and his foe as they steamrolled over the great compass, crushing fallen chunks of wall to chalk dust. Within a second, he stood next to me, his excited feet tapping his claws on the stone.
Lumi repeated her hastily concocted cover story while I explained telepathically.
Pyranathos is somewhere on top of these boxes. His shadow is huge, no matter what person he fakes, but I don’t dare turn around to look. So—anybody know how to pinpoint an invisible dragon? Without alerting him?
Rein slid off Bandlash’s back and brushed my forehead with his thumb. “What happened to your head?”
“My what?”
Didn’t he hear what I just said? Invisible dragon looming somewhere behind me? But then I noticed his stormy-gray eyes inspecting the open area past my head. 
“You’ve been cut,” he lied. “Turn this way, so I can see it clearly.” 
With his hands on my shoulders, he moved me to the side, and opened a line of sight that covered the whole area. Guiding my position, he stared intently over my left ear. Lumi joined him. Her whiskers pointed at my imagined cut, but her silvery eyes were alive with the hunt. 
“Let me clean off the dust,” Rein said. “Hold still.”
He held up a hand and doused me with a fine spray of mist. He kept spraying until I dripped with water. 
“Okay, enough,” I said, turning away, “you don’t have to drown me.”
Forty feet away, a section of mist, about the size of a bush, stopped and hovered in the air instead of floating on to be evaporated by the lava river. Stopped? It outlined a peculiar shape. It wasn’t a dragon—or even a person. What in cripe’s sake did Pyranathos turn into? A short stop sign? A big lollipop? No, more like a topiary tree, with a round, bushy top and a thin trunk. Why did he take that form?
Lumi’s head lowered and Rein’s breath whooshed out a whispering curse. Then the shimmering droplets moved. Two long arms unwrapped from around the bushy part and the trunk split into two straight legs and oversized feet. With both arms trailing behind him, the water-logged invisible creature ran. 
“He’ll get away,” Rein shouted. “Stop him, Bandlash, you’re the only one fast enough.”
Stop what? I don’t see anything. 
The creature’s gait quickened. His big feet rising to the toes launched him into a leap rather than a step. Each landing shook the droplets from his shaggy, round body, making him harder to see.
Is he invisible? Bandlash asked.
“Worse.” Rein ran after the speedy topiary tree. “He’s wicked fast and crazy agile. He turned into a vanishing dewback!”
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I climbed onto Lumi’s back, and she dashed after the siren prince. A trail of big, wet footprints gradually faded as Pyranathos’s feet dried.
“Rein, what’s a vanishing dewback?” I shouted at his back.
“They’re native to my planet,” he said, his voice jarred by running, “but they’re found everywhere now. They invade planets like rats, but no one knows they’re there. Their fur makes them invisible.”
“Their fur? How?”
“How should I know? It just does.” Rein shot mist again, sweeping his hand across the open space. “Once every four years they shed all their fur to mate.”
“Why sshed?” Lumi asked, catching up to him. “That’s so unattractive.”
Rein scowled, annoyed at the interruptions. “Duh. So they can see each other.” 
Fourth Earth species were so weird.
I squinted to see the faint glimmer of water. “Are they dangerous?”
“No. They’re just impossible to catch.” 
Oh. That explained why Pyranathos chose that form.
“He’s there.” Rein pointed and pushed Bandlash to the right. “Look for my water! He can’t make it invisible too.”
At Rein’s shout, Pyranathos ran again and simultaneously shook the water from his fur. Bandlash pattered his feet in place, his lion head swiveling in every direction, not seeing his target. Dang it, where did he go? 
“He casts a big shadow,” I yelled, trying to be helpful.
Everywhere is shadow.
He was right. Between the light from the huge sconces and the glow of the lava river, the entire space was shaded by columns and the carved dragon head. Clever Pyranathos. He used his one weakness, his shadow, to hide his exact position. Only a few feet from the dragon head monument, I noticed a wisp of steam. It had to be the heat from the lava river evaporating the last traces of dampness in his fur. Those stiff little legs ran fast.
“Over there,” I pointed. “Bandlash, it’s the steam! See there? The steam!”
Finally, Bandlash saw something tangible, and streaked away, trailing shimmering yellow-green magic that circled the vanishing dewback. Bandlash tightened the circle into a wall of magical light, giving Pyranathos no chance of escape.
Rein ran across the open space, shooting mist. Pyranathos didn’t stay obediently in the circle. Nope, Rein’s droplets showed his long arms swinging as he leaped high into the air. 
“He’s testing his jump,” Lumi yelled to Rein. “He’s going to vault over Bandlash!”
“Noooo!” 
Rein doubled his speed. Just as the wet creature sprang over the blur of a dragon, Rein blasted a column of water, catching him inside in the nick of time. The invisible dewback looked like an animated bubble, pounding long, shaggy arms on the rigid sides of the column. The water column rang with a dull gong at each pound.
“Ha! I got him.” Rein strutted a few celebratory steps, then he dumped his long coat on the ground and rolled up the sleeves of his silky white shirt in determination. “No one beats me in the water.”
“Wait—” I started, but he didn’t wait.
Rein dove into the column, phasing through the solid water tension. The bubble dewback swam in a furious circle, long arms whirling. Rein laughed. 
What was he thinking? Now wasn’t the time to be a hotshot.
“Don’t drop your guard,” I yelled at him.
With a scoffing eyeroll, Rein snapped his fingers. A water whip exploded into his hand. With a twist of Rein’s elbow, the whip spiraled around the outside of the column and plunged back in to snag the dewback’s thick wrist. Rein yanked the whip, and it dragged the dewback on a wild spinning ride and into the firm grip of the siren king.
Rein sported his famous, smirking grin, and I got nervous again.
“Be careful, Rein,” I called, “he’s not really a dewback!”
The dewback bubble filled with black smoke and Rein’s hands collapsed on nothing. For a brief second, Rein looked confused, then he cried out in agonized pain. The column collapsed. Waves of water rushed across the floor, hissing into steam by the lava river, and crashing into Lumi’s stone legs. The flood of water washed the twitching body of my siren friend straight for the eighty-foot drop to the arena floor.
“Lumi, something’s wrong,” I shouted. “He’s going to fall.”
Paws splashing, Lumi ran, but her heavy stone form was too slow. Shifting to snow leopard form, she dug her claws into the floor and splashed after the rushing waves. Rein rolled uncontrollably to the edge just as Menneth rolled back across the center of the arena. To my horror, Rein tipped over the side. He’d fall, and if the fall didn’t kill him, he’d be flattened by Menneth and his blue drake enemy.
“Rein!”
A streak of yellow light hurtled after him. Claws screeched across the wet stone as Bandlash’s head and front paws dove over the edge, followed by his middle legs. For a heart-choking second, I thought the little dragon also fell, but then his hindmost legs shifted into reverse and pulled his long drake body back up. 
He held Rein in his teeth.
“Ow!” Bandlash growled audibly, spitting Rein on the floor.
Lumi caught up and I slid off her back.
“Rein, are you hurt?”
“Stay back, Agnes,” Rein coughed, holding up an arm to stop me. Angry, purplish-red welts lashed across his arms and face, and his olive skin swelled in painful irritation. “Detached nematocysts continue to sting.”
“Nema . . . what?” I stuttered.
“He’s getting away.” Rein’s arm trembled as he tried to hold himself up. “I can normally control box jellies,” he groaned, flopping on his back. “I’ve never been stung before.”
Stung? Bandlash held his forked tongue out to me. Is it bad?
He had a welt, too, a long, squiggling red line. Stupid Pyranathos and his cunning plots. He let Rein catch him, then changed into a poisonous box jellyfish to inject him with toxins. 
“Oh, Rein,” I said, not knowing how to help.
“It’s my own fault. I got cocky.” He shuddered in pain. “Don’t lose him. He turned into a gazelle. Can you see him?”
I hurried to the edge. A gazelle surrounded by a huge shadow fought to gain balance on the wrestling drakes. Yup. Definitely Pyranathos, but a gazelle seemed like a moronic choice in a city full of dragons. 
“I see him,” I said. “He jumped on Menneth to avoid getting crushed.” 
Rein altered himself, turning flesh into water. With his skin rippling and glinting in the light, he gave me a satisfied half-smile. 
“Toxins don’t affect water. I’ll purge them later. Bandlash, blow some fire, it will neutralize whatever hasn’t entered your bloodstream yet.”
Happy for some advice, Bandlash puffed a crackling fire and held it on his tongue. Somewhat relieved, they both peered over the side with me.
Menneth released the blue drake, who flopped on the floor, unconscious, or possibly dead—I couldn’t tell and didn’t want to think about it. Menneth overpowered him even with the weakening spell. Laying on his long spine, the regent rested for a moment, probably tired out by the weakening spell. The gazelle found his footing and leaped along the green scales as nimbly as bounding over grassy hills. 
There he goes, Bandlash said. Should I go after him?
I formed an image of the gazelle leaping past the regent’s rear legs. Menneth, I yelled telepathically, sending him the image, the gazelle is Pyranathos.
Menneth raised his lion head. Spotting the gazelle, his bony frills rose and shook. He arched his spine, rippling it into mountains and valleys between his six legs. The gazelle traversed the scaly green hillside of a belly with graceful bounds. As he approached Menneth’s middle legs, a huge paw slapped down, but Pyranathos bucked and avoided the clenching claws. Menneth quickly slapped his belly attempting to smash the zig-zagging gazelle, but Pyranathos leapt past the middle legs and bounded for the floor. Menneth twisted around and his front claw swiped up the gazelle before he landed. 
Caught you, traitor!
Menneth released a shower of flames, but instead of a handful of barbequed venison, his claws clutched vanishing shadow, and a tiny flurry of feathers darted between his knuckles. Menneth’s huge teeth lunged and snapped angrily, just missing the tiny figure, then his roar of anger blew the ruffled ball of feathers all the way to me. A sparrow. With beating wings, Pyranathos righted himself and swooped high into the dome. 
Rein raised both arms, his wet shirt clinging to his watery muscles. Water balls shot from his palms at the sparrow’s tail feathers, but the bird was too fast, too small, and impossible to hit. Rein cursed in a most unroyal manner.
Pyranathos faded into the distance. I was going to lose him. I needed another idea.
Without taking my eyes from the dot I said, “Bandlash, how fast can you fly?”
Not fast enough to catch a bird. I’m better at running.
“Lumi?”
“I’m not leaving you.”
“But—”
A burning form, streaking like a falling star, raced upside down along the dome. Phar Sekmet still ran for her life. Rein couldn’t hit the bird, but he was great with bigger targets. I grabbed his cool, but still solid arm. 
“Take out the dragons chasing Sekmet, Rein,” I shouted. “Like you did before.”
He snapped both hands, and two water whips lashed out. He flung them into the air, and they spun like flying nun chucks into two of Sekmet’s pursuers. One whip hit the wyvern, binding its wings. He let out a high-pitched shriek as he plummeted into the boxes, wiping out one of his radical cohorts and unintentionally saving a small, loyal female. The other water whip wrapped around a dragon’s face, obstructing his view. The blinded dragon hovered and scratched at the whip, unable to see well enough to fly in any direction.
“Phar Sekmet,” I shouted over the roars and crashes of stone. “The bird!” I jumped and pointed at the bird like an overexcited preschooler. “It’s Pyranathos!”
Turning her glowing eyes toward the flapping wings, she crouched, standing on thin air as easily as land. She leaped thirty feet down, then another thirty to intercept Pyranathos. He spun off to the side. Running with astounding agility on the thin air, Sekmet scampered sideways, upside down, even in a spiral, taking her helcat skills to a whole new level. Desperate to escape, the sparrow dove downward. Sekmet leaped off the air above her and hurtled down clapping the sparrow between her sizzling paws
“Yes!” I yelled, jumping in excitement.
A thick vapor of shadow enveloped her, hiding her from our view.
What’s happening? Bandlash said.
A long neck snaked from the vapor, and red flames lit an enormous, black shape. Pyranathos reclaimed his original dragon form, and his fang-lined jaws opened wide.
“Dodge, mother!” The feathered wing of a flying lion erupted from Lumi’s shoulders, and she crouched, ready to leap to Sekmet’s aid.
Surrounded by shadow, Phar Sekmet flipped away as the snapping teeth rang like a gunshot.
No longer hiding, Pyranathos let his wings trail above him. He straightened his legs—and fell. From that height, even a dragon’s legs would break. Why didn’t he fly? His curving neck aimed his jaws to the ground below, and he filled the air with his red flames. 
Why? Then I saw the reason for his reckless fall. Directly below him, upright and searching for a new challenge, stood the ancient regent.
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The regent had no time to react. 
Pyranathos plummeted claws first into the long spine, his weight smashing it against the floor. A heart-wrenching crunch of bone ricocheted off the stone walls. Roaring fire and maniacal laughter, Pyranathos ground all four feet into Menneth’s shattered vertebrae. Evil shadows swelled, eclipsing the shining scales of the ancient drake. Menneth’s mighty lion head flew up, and his shrewd, yellow eyes widened in shock, then narrowed in pain. His middle legs staggered, fighting to remain upright, but crashed to the ground, pulling down the rest of his broken body like a collapsing bridge. Last of all, his bony frill went limp, his head fell, and his thick ram horns carved a deep gash in the stone floor.
The regent is dead! 
Pyranathos crowed to his spy ring, followed by an ominous laugh of victory that spat flaming drops into the regent’s ruff. He stoked his magical power in victory. Red flames weaved within the billowing shadow in a demonic composition of death and darkness. Glimpses of his spread wings and long neck thrown back in jubilation flashed behind his shadowy power.
The government will die with him! Never more will dragonkind be bound by his laws. Let wild dragons break free of his tyranny and reign forever in strength and horror!
The radicals rallied at his cry. Roaring loudly, those hovering near the barrier dove to the stands. The loyal dragons, still in shock over the cowardly attack on the regent, scarcely saw them coming. The fighting escalated, crumbling the boxes into piles of rubble. 
Beside me, Bandlash stood frozen, his energetic feet still for once, and his happy, wide smile wiped away.
No, he said. The regent is the strongest of us all. Without him . . .
Without him, I thought to myself, Third Earth is lost.
“This is bad,” said Lumi, eyeing the dramatic increase in violence in the arena. “Without the regent’s peace magic, nothing is holding the dragons back.”
The destruction was intense. The level over Bandlash’s new box in the west wing collapsed, burying everything below it. A giant hydra, smooth and green as a gecko, pushed six hornless heads out of the rubble and lifted the broken level with his back, allowing both friends and foes to escape. 
Then I felt a strange vibration beneath my wet stockings. Dust rose under Bandlash’s furiously pattering feet and a steely stare of determination replaced his tragic shock. 
“Bandlash? What are you doing?”
He didn’t answer. Faster and faster his feet pounded until they faded into a blur. Yellow- green magic built into a cloud of dust and sparkling particles beneath the blur, and his spine bent into the twisting s of a rattlesnake preparing to strike. 
A little bit frightened, I put my hand on Lumi’s fur. It crackled with static electricity. 
“Crap,” Rein panicked. “Water and electricity don’t mix.”
Lumi grabbed him and jumped off the ground just as Bandlash released his magic and vanished in a burst of light. The power blew me backward, and I landed on the soggy back of my Kevlar vest as a jolt of electricity raced to my scalp. Bandlash’s light trail shot to his collapsed box. He’d built up enough speed to propel himself through the air into the opening created by the huge hydra with the speed of a bullet.
I scrambled to the edge on my kneepads to see. “What on sweet Second Earth?”
Streaking from the opening, a glowing flash darted out and cascaded down the levels, dodging claws and teeth with an incredible burst of speed. Bandlash blazed under Pyranathos to the head of the regent. As he wiggled straight into the regent’s mouth, I caught sight of a metal basket full of natsa fruit hooked on his tail.
“Is he crazy?” Rein yelled as he ran to help me up.
“No,” I laughed. “He’s brilliant. Natsa fruit is loaded with life magic! Whoo!” I yelled. “Go Bandlash!”
Suddenly, the stone covering over Temnon broke into pieces. He thrust his hands, and his golden magic tossed a spear-tipped section at the Loch Ness fatty, impaling him. Dominath roared. This wasn’t over yet. 
Pyranathos! Dominath’s back glowed with silver as his giant wings appeared. The desire to live as a united body will not live or die with the regent. It goes beyond this court. It is the wish of all dragonkind. You are deluded to think that the death of Menneth will change the will of us all.
Dominath flew up and twined his tail around his brother’s neck, dragging him from the regent’s broken spine. Two jets of fire, blown simultaneously, billowed in a massive cloud of heat. In the center of the ring, Dominath dove into the fire. As it burned out, black and white spun and tumbled with furious violence. Brothers of light and dark in a struggle to the death. Dominath’s claws and teeth flashed against the dark, oily ooze.
I wasn’t about to let Pyranathos cheat a victory over Dominath. That scheming lizard caught me in a trap. Time to return the favor. So, what in this room was big enough to hold a dragon made of oil and shadow? Phar Sekmet dashed between the huge metal chandeliers hanging from their chains. The rattling chains reminded me of shackles. Hmm, shackles. A faint spark of an idea glowed deep inside my brain.
“Lumi,” I barked like General Chattaway, “take me to Temnon.” She crouched, and I climbed on her back. “Rein, stay here, purge the jellyfish toxins, and be a lookout. If Pyranathos changes forms again, it’s up to you to keep track of him.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He sat on the edge of the box, his skin rippling. “I’ll send up a water jet to signal you.”
“What’s with the sudden authority?” Lumi asked me, settling her weight over her feet. “You have a strategy?”
“Let’s call it an idea,” I said. “But an idea is better than nothing.”
Lumi sprang into the air. I used the next few seconds to grow my idea into a plan. I didn’t have a prayer of outwitting a strategic genius, but I might be able to surprise him.
Temnon’s umbrella lay in heaps of stone and twisted metal. Most of the radical dragons turned their ferocity on their loyal kindmates. Temnon hunched over, his hands on his knees, panting wearily. Four of Jenz’s long rifles lay on the ground, devoid of any magic. He held a sword in one hand and a jagged knife in the other, both weapons dim and nearly depleted of enchantment magic. Claude and Odric trembled with shaking knees and sweat pouring down their faces. Attacked harder than me and Lumi, they were all close to being completely spent. 
Temnon righted himself as we landed by him.
“You did great showing everyone the truth,” he said, “but I don’t see how we can win this.”
“With the element of surprise.”
He leaned wearily against Lumi, his blond hair shining against my baggy pants. 
“I’m pretty sure they know we’re here.”
“King Odric,” I said, “have you contacted Grandmaster Shume?”
Odric’s answer slurred in exhaustion. “Jenz’s insignia won’t connect.”
“I think I know why,” I sat up high on Lumi to find the vice regent.
Still in his box, Kyprios fought two radicals at once, but with Dominath furiously engaged with his brother, and the regent clinging to life, he was my best option. I waited until Kyprios hurled one opponent from his box and stunned the other with his bone spade, then I quickly called him.
Kyprios, shut down the security spells and open the dinosaur habitat. Odric’s paladins can help.
Kyprios glowed with coppery magic and answered, Done. Quickly, the stunned radical struck again, pulling Kyprios back into battle.
“Call them now, Jenz,” I said.
Speaking calmly, he intercepted an olive-green dragon the size of Bandlash charging at the king. “Marshall Jenz Nighting for Grandmaster Shume,” he said into his insignia, his blade raking under the dragon’s swiping claws. “What is your position?”
The dragon struck, his jaws snapping, but Jenz crouched and stabbed his knife through the standing forepaw and into the stone floor. An ice enchantment engaged and froze the feisty little guy in place.
A distant voice floated to Jenz’s insignia. “We’re trapped in this accursed jungle,” seethed Grandmaster Shume.
“Kyprios lifted the security spells,” I said. “They can transport safely, now.”
“Hear that, sir?” Jenz’s sword slashed a leathery wing until the skin hung in ribbons. 
“Finally.” Shume’s voice faded as he shouted to his men and disconnected. 
Furious about the loss of his wings, the little olive dragon blasted fire at Jenz. The paladin lifted his forearm, and a metal clockwork shield fueled by illusion magic clicked into a large circle to block the fire.
“Cool,” said Temnon.
“Yeah,” replied Jenz, punching the dragon in the head with the metal shield. “I designed it myself. Chiri powered it for me.”
Dizzy and beaten, the dragon slumped to the ground.
“Grandmaster Shume is on the way,” I said. “Now all we have to do is capture Pyranathos before he kills Dominath.”
“How?” Temnon asked.
“Have enough energy left to shift those?” I said, pointing to the giant metal sconces hanging from the ceiling.
With a mischievous glint in his eye, Tem’s beautiful magic, dancing in that familiar pattern I loved so much, extended to the ceiling. His matter shaping grabbed the chandeliers, tore them from their chains, and bent them into a single backbone with dozens of outstretched arms. 
Dominath shoved his rear legs under the oily belly of Pyranathos and kicked him into the center of the great compass. Temnon seized his chance and dropped the metal dragon-trap. It fell onto Pyranathos, and the arms clapped closed, ensnaring him like a fly in a carnivorous plant. He struggled, muscles straining against the metal, and one oily wing slipped out from the restraint, flapping helplessly.
Dominath’s chest expanded, and an inferno of red flame exploded from his gaping jaws. The flame engulfed Pyranathos, igniting his oily scales. From behind, three more loyal dragons added their flaming breath and pounced on the trap, viciously attacking their enemy. Pyranathos writhed in pain, and huge wads of burning oil flicked from his free wing at the Odonatas. I held out my hands as Madame Chief Sempira taught me and caught the flame by its light. I pushed the fire at the horde of dragons flying after Phar Sekmet and coated them with the sticky oil. The fire scattered most of them, but one wicked hwedo, a flying dragon with a serpent’s body and only two legs, batted Sekmet out of the air with his burning tail. Flame extinguished, she sailed like a baseball to the north end of the arena.
“Mother!” yowled Lumi. 
She leaped, nearly unseating me as she beat her wings to rush to her falling mother, but we both knew she’d be too late.
Grimmal, help, I telepathically yelled, placing the falling form of Sekmet in his mind.
The carcass of the pulverized purple dragon landed with a squishy thud as panther giant Grimmal rose from beneath the crumbled box of the regent. He spread his furry human hand and caught the phar, then gently set her on top next to Rein. Rein knelt over her, helplessly shaking his head.
Roaring in anger, Grimmal leaped and snagged the hwedo’s burning tail, dragging him to the ground. The two fought as the walls of the royal boxes crumbled and the unsupported top dropped in a sharp tilt. Rein leaned back and grabbed Sekmet by her fur, but her heavy body slowly dragged him down toward the battling giants.
“She’s injured,” Lumi mewed in misery. “I have to help her.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “Rein too.”
“Put up a light shield,” she said. 
Spinning in the air, she tucked her feathered wings, caught me in her arms, set me in a relatively open space, and hurried to help the fallen phar. From my position west of the great compass, I saw Rein create a platform of solid water and hold Sekmet in place as the whole top broke loose and slid down to ground level, running into Grimmal’s giant ankle, which bent unnaturally. The hwedo spiraled around him as he fell to one knee. Kyprios’s tail flapped angrily from beneath the heavy top. 
Things were falling apart. Shume had better hurry.
The formally ordered courtroom with its laws and hierarchy had deteriorated into a war zone. Flashes of scales and wings tumbled through the carnage. Rubble marred the smooth floor, and fires burned everywhere. 
Maybe fear and fatigue made me hallucinate, but one of the thousands of fires seemed to be moving. Toward me. More creepy-crawly goosebumps erupted as I saw the fire glaring at me with intense hate.
Clothes burning, Fake Thayn strolled up, wearing a freaky, casual grin. His dark hair twisted and shrunk in the heat, and his skin blistered, but he acted like he felt no pain. Even in the shape of a person, he was still a dragon and mostly fire-proof. 
“What’s this?” his familiar voice drawled. “The truth wizard left all alone? This is an opportunity I can’t afford to miss.”
My spine tingled in fear. Behind him, the metal chandeliers near Dominath still held the form of an oily, dark, burning dragon. Dominath still bathed the squirming shape in fiery breath, but my gift showed me the dark glittering magic that swirled around them both, changing their forms and blocking any telepathy.
“Tainted magic,” I whispered.
The tainted magic helped Pyranathos create a deceptive illusion. During the chaos of their fight, he changed Dominath to look like him. The real Dragon of Knowledge fought for his life in the metal cage, silenced by the dark spell, while the Dominath I saw was only an illusion. The slippery liar wasn’t out of tricks. 
“What? Oh yes. You can see magic.” Thayn glimpsed back to where he was supposedly being held. “I’ve always wondered—what does it look like?”
“Black stars,” I answered, heating my chest for a revealing spell, “with a translucent glow. You are using tainted magic to hold an illusion. But you aren’t using light like a normal illusionist. You used shadow.”
“You can see all that? Truth magic is a wonderful talent.” Thayn rubbed his chin, leaving a streak of burn on his full jowls. “Better than knowledge. If my high-minded brother stopped trying to kill me long enough to see my side, he wouldn’t be painfully dying under the claws of his allies.” 
I simultaneously released my revealing spell and invaded Pyranathos’s mind. 
Enormity engulfed me. A cosmos of darkness and shadow reached beyond the normal limitations of a mortal mind. His focus remained on the conscious world, and with his eyes, I saw my spell reveal Dominath’s true shape.
Pyranathos’s mind lay in an immaculately patterned order, beginning far in the past and extending long into the future. It was too broad for me to grasp entirely. 
In its center, a kiddy-pool of oily sludge bubbled, seething with darkness. His magic. He managed to cripple my gift with just a pinprick of this disgusting slop. Fake Thayn’s power wasn’t his magic, but his cunning. 
I followed his past with a featherlight touch, searching for the identity of his boss, but a wall of steel hurtled toward me, blocking my search and thrusting me from his mind.
I adjusted back to the conscious world. Freed from his cage, Dominath lay slumped on the ground, and Temnon ran to his side. Fake Thayn put his hands on his hips and chided me. 
“Don’t you know it’s rude to trespass in other’s brains?”  
“You don’t have the magic or skill to maintain an illusion that big,” I said. “Your magic reserves are exhausted. You’re only alive because you borrowed tainted magic from someone far more powerful than you.”
“Just taking advantage of my resources. When playing games of strategy”—he shook a grandfatherly finger at me—“one should always surround himself with generals who can dutifully execute grand plans.”
“And what were your orders, General?” I asked.
“No, little missy,” he tutted and tried to pat my head, but I flinched away. “I pull the strings. My generals serve me. I am the future regent of the universe.” 
Lie. I enjoyed the unpleasant buzz this time.
He turned and breathed in the chaos-choked air like a hiker relishing a fresh, spring morning. He held his hands open to the scene of desperate struggle and destruction. 
“This is the future I seek. A universe where dragons freely follow their basest instinct. Isn’t it beautiful?”
Wow. This psycho was missing a few gallons of sanity. While his back was turned, I tugged open a Velcro pocket in my baggy pants.
“You may be a scrawny little hatching, but your talent has uses,” he hinted. “Work for me. You tell me everything I want to know, and I’ll pay you with another day of being alive.”
“Tempting offer.”
“Refuse, and I’ll kill you in an instant.” He turned suddenly and tried to snap his fingers in my face, but his fingertip melted off and plopped on the floor. 
Gross. I stifled my gag reflex. “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”
“You have no choice. We both know you have no physical power. You are little more than a helpless cripple.”
“I am pretty weak,” I said, “but I’m also arch mage of Second Earth. I have more than magic. I have science.”
“Science?” Pyrana-Thayn laughed. His burning robe disintegrated and slipped from his red, blistering shoulders. “What can math and theories do to help you now?”
“This.”
I aimed my taser at his bare chest and squeezed the trigger.
 
 


Shadow, Fire, and Smoke
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With a loud zap two barbed electrical wires shot into Thayn’s chest and 50,000 volts of electricity surged through his body. He shook violently. His eyes rolled back and foam sizzled in his mouth. Colucci told me the current shocked him for five seconds, but it seemed longer than that.
Thayn groaned, drooling spit and blood. 
“I think you bit your tongue,” I said. “Sawrrryyy. Hmm. I lied. I guess I’m not sorry at all.”
Finally, in a great flash of blue light, a regiment of soldiers in red uniforms transported inside the barrier. A bald guy with gray stubble on his chin darted to King Odric, who, with relief on his face, issued an order. The army of paladins spread out; weapons the size of bazookas rested on their shoulders.
“Protect the king and the allies of First Earth,” barked the grandmaster. “Target those with the mark of the curved sword.”
Another flash of blue light filled the arena. A second army appeared, this one in silver with purple sashes. They joined the paladins in seeking out the radicals. A tall woman, her auburn hair wrapped in a tight twist, led a group of wizards in purple togas. 
I couldn’t believe it. Arch Mage Adrina from Earth 22. King Po Lan must have sent her and his forces. Enraged dragons attacked, blowing fire that harmlessly spread around the soldiers, deflected and diffused by an ingenious fire elemental enchantment. The radicals resorted to physical attacks and charged. Adrina’s rainbow magic swept across the arena catching up dust, and with deadly accuracy, she flung it into the eyes of the charging dragons. Blinded, they stampeded or flew in random directions, and Po Lan’s telekins held them in place. 
Shume’s paladins sniped them with enchanted bazookas that hit their targets with cloudy spells. Zen-shots—the human equivalent of Regent Menneth’s peace magic. With zen magic hanging heavily in their faces, the radical dragons slowed their attacks, giving the loyal dragons an advantage. One by one, the radicals gave in, overpowered by their kindmates.
With one more flash, full warrior-queen-mode Dame Maudine transported in. Her sharp eyes appraised the scene in seconds and streams of life magic flooded into the drained and injured. The twins brightened, Phar Sekmet stirred, and Dominath weakly trudged over to Bandlash and the shattered regent. Temnon, now by Dominath’s side, put a hand on a great ram’s horn and his golden magic slipped around the curve and under the green scales. Menneth’s spine went on forever. That was a seriously tricky repair.
I kept Pyrana-Thayn covered with a fresh cartridge in my taser. So far, he hadn’t moved. Dragons might be fire resistant, but they were sure vulnerable to electrical signals immobilizing their muscular systems. With the regent and Dominath badly injured, I wasn’t sure who to turn Pyranathos over to. 
I noticed Maudine’s life magic straightening out Grimmal’s ankle when the vice regent pushed himself from the rubble of the collapsed regent’s box. He seemed okay.
I sent him a telepathic image of Pyrana-Thayn convulsing helplessly on the ground. Kyprios. He’s over here.
He soon spotted me waving at him and glided over, his warm eyes glowing in relief. Well done, Arch Mage. He poked Pyrana-Thayn experimentally. Is this wretched creature truly the Dragon of Lies?
“He is Pyranathos, brother of Dominath, son of the Tine Banri’on line, and a convicted traitor of Third Earth,” I said with full confidence.
I see you have broken the curse on your truth. I am glad of that. How did you defeat him?
“With a little Second Earth science. He should have read my history when he had the chance.”
Menneth was wise to enlist your aid. I hoped, from the beginning, you would succeed, but I never imagined such an outcome.
“Me neither.”
Pyranathos coughed, and his eyes flickered open. Groaning, he rolled up onto his elbow. 
Ah, Kyprios said. He wakes. Pyranathos, as vice regent, I am authorized to administer the death sentence. Whom do you serve?
Pyrana-Thayn spit a mouthful of foaming blood on the floor. “All those who long for freedom.” 
I did not expect you to betray your superior. It is of no matter. Dominath has revealed all who have sworn themselves to your pointless cause. We will learn the truth soon enough. Kyprios lifted a paw over the sporadically twitching figure of Pyrana-Thayn. His coppery claws twinkled with metallic glint and extended into fifteen-foot spears. May your soul comprehend your crimes and receive enlightenment.
The rage of a dragon twisted Pyrana-Thayn’s burned face, and orange eyes glittered with blame. “And may your soul be haunted eternally by your cowardice.”
Meet your end, traitor.
“Whew,” I said to myself. “It’s oohhhvv—uh-oh.”
Kyprios’s death strike didn’t fall. His claws remained high above Thayn, unmoving.
A cold mist fell on my hair, trickled into my scalp, and filled every cell with utter horror. My legs flexed with an urge to run for my life, but they froze in place, as lifeless as a statue. My arms became solid, my neck inflexible. What kind of attack was this—only my eyes moved. I glanced around; the entire room waited on pause. Dragons, paladins, even magic and fire, halted entirely. Only the shocked eyes of the spell’s victims darted, trying to understand the magnitude of the spell that locked us all in time.
High above, the great compass swirled a dark vortex, brimming with tainted magic. Descending into the hall, it reached the golden barrier of the enchanter twins, paused, then shattered the powerful barrier more easily than spun sugar. Jagged fragments of golden magic drifted, weightless, submissively shifting to allow the dark vortex into the Hall of Ri Dauch.
Crap. That same vortex distorted the Jent Path to First Earth and nearly killed me and Lumi. Vi Lorina had sat in one as she drained the magic from Dame Maudine, but this uncontrollable fear, Vi didn’t have that. No, that came from the vortex that enveloped the wolf demon who possessed King Odric. This tainted magical vortex opened to the world created by Dominath. The purgatory of the magical worlds. The Nia Nega Abyss. 
For the longest of moments, we all waited. Then a tentacle of black, billowing smoke flowed out of the vortex and wrapped around the waist of Pyrana-Thayn. The smoke lifted and pulled him to the pulsing vortex. 
“No!” He pushed against the smoke, which held him as solidly as steel. “Stop! I have not failed you yet, master. I can still deliver your prize. Release me!”
The smoke ignored his pleas and drew him ever closer to the chilling vortex. Pyranathos reverted to dragon form, and with claw, fire, and fang he battled the smoke, but to no avail. With all four limbs and his tail, he strained to break the hold. Shadow and fire blazed from him, but the tentacle never wavered. With calm insistence, it carried the Dragon of Lies into the vortex, and his frenzied roars faded in the distance.
Pyranathos was what? Free? Doomed? 
Another tentacle of smoke extended from the vortex and drifted toward me. 
My heart hammered, and the blood rushed from my face. I did NOT want to go into that vortex. Desperate to escape, heat blazed in my chest and white light glowed. My magic released me from the halting spell.
Run, my magic told me, but my legs couldn’t obey.
They buckled under me, and I cried out in pain. “Move,” I said. “Please, move!” But my own stabbing nerves disabled me as surely as the dark spell. The black smoke billowed near and its rounded tip studied me as I cringed, breathless, on the ground. It reached for my waist.
Terrified, I surrounded my skin with a light shield, but it didn’t prevent the smoke from wrapping me up. The tentacle lifted me, my useless legs dangling like wet rags, and pulled me across the arena. Next to the fallen regent, Temnon shook, fighting against the power that held him. His golden magic stayed about his fingers, and his face paled, but even his prodigious talent remained constrained by the all-encompassing spell. 
High above the arena floor, the dark vortex waited. Framed by the tainted magic, a forest of dead trees, branches bleached white as bone, covered the dark earth. Streams of roiling mire wound between their roots, its banks dotted by bushes of soot and blossoms of ash. Instead of blowing breezes, wails of despair filled the air. Instead of light, a moribund haze of pale gray hung on the horizon. It was as if Death himself tried to copy nature.
Beyond the forest, a flare of red flame from the captured Pyranathos lit a mountain of darkness, but this mountain was built of smoke, not stone. Thunderous flashes of lightning exploded within the smoke, defining the layers upon layers of dark clouds. It dwarfed the dragon, and I understood why Pyranathos’s efforts were so futile. It fought against a sentient storm cloud. One that paralyzed victims with fear.
Fight.
It took a moment to remember the sound of my own mind. Fight how? I couldn’t kick out of this hold with my stabbing legs. Then again, I didn’t need to. My talents lay elsewhere.
I dove inside myself, a bit surprised to see my ocean of magic gleaming with fierce courage beneath me.
I don’t want to go in that hole, I stated unnecessarily.
No. Fight.
Okay, then.
Inside myself, I swirled my arms, stirring my magic in a circle. It followed my command, flowing faster and faster until a whirlpool of light appeared. It was inverted, like an upside-down draining sink. My magic spun and flowed up into my arms. Now, I could fight.
I left my subconscious and ignored the fear and pain. Focused intently on my task, I funneled that ocean of light into my shield and willed it to protect me. It swelled into a huge ball of invisible light.
The tentacle of smoke expanded, but it didn’t drop me. Still firmly holding my light shield, it pulled me closer. The swirling vortex’s edge approached, until I had to turn my head sideways to see it. Tainted magic glittered in jagged lines of powerful chaos—the exact same magic in the dream of the baby sun larva on Earth 22. Somehow, this being, this storm, used tainted magic, and now, it tried to steal me from my friends and take me to the Nia Nega Abyss. 
Zap.
My light shield hit the edge of the vortex and bounced back a bit. My super-fueled light shield was just a shade bigger than the vortex’s opening. 
Zap.
The tentacle couldn’t pull me through. The vortex swirled and expanded. Coincidentally, with some mental effort on my part, so did my light shield.
Zap, zap, zap. The smoke pulled repeatedly at different angles, but I simply didn’t fit.
“Interesting.”
I slapped my hands over my ears to stop my eardrums from bursting. The voice filled the arena. Dragons and humans winced in pain at the sound.
The tentacle of shadow pushed me back, then jerked me with force toward the vortex.
ZAAAP. My truth magic recoiled against the tainted magic like oil and water in a sizzling hiss of energy. Green flame and electric sparks rained down, but my light shield held true.
“This is a rare experience for me.” The voice, though calm, shook dust from the rubble of the destroyed arena. “I’ve only been denied my will once before.”
I didn’t know what this voice expected me to say, so I stayed quiet.
The mountain of smoke billowed across the pale sky over the dead forest. It solidified into a round head and human features sculpted from storm. Rimmed, slanted eyes tried to see into my soul, and a sharp nose protruded over a neat mustache that drooped into a long curl below the calm mouth. Earrings as large as a Ferris wheel hung down to his shoulders. Strung on the left hoop, a small bead glowed with mysterious power. He lifted a hand of clouds and unconsciously rubbed the bead while he peered at me in curiosity. 
“Pyranathos promised me a prize. Are you she whom the Seer foretold? The legendary Wielder of the Light of Truth?”
Hands clamped to my ears, I blinked. Holy freaking Hannah, Sadie was right. The time had come at last. I had to lie to save my own life. What did Colucci say? Answer the question with a question? Lucky for me, my sarcasm peaked when I was scared. 
I swallowed and sucked in a frightened breath. “Do I look like a legend to you?” I choked out.
“No. You look like a nonentity. A cockroach,” he mused, “or a worm. Who protects you from my summoning?”
“You summoned me?” 
Deep within the distant clouds, Pyranathos chose that moment to bellow a frustrated roar of defiance. 
“Why would someone strong enough to capture the Dragon of Lies bother with me?”
The slanted eyes shifted to him. “Fair point, worm. Pyranathos failed me. He will be punished but may still be of use once he learns his place.” The tentacle of smoke evaporated, and my light shield halted in space with everyone else. “Return to your futile life while it still exists.”
And with that, the vortex shrunk until every last twinkle of tainted magic disappeared.


Did We Win?
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The second the vortex blinked out of existence flames burned, rocks crumbled, and spells hit their targets with their former momentum. Among the disintegrating bits of the shattered golden barrier, I fell. My huge shield cushioned the landing, and I rolled along like a hamster ball before releasing the spell. Too weak to stand, I gripped the floor until my knuckles turned white, panting from exhaustion and terror. 
Master. Pyranathos called him master. He knew about me. Me. A nobody from a world that banished magic. Why? And why didn’t Pyranathos just grab me on Earth 22? What was the storm guy waiting for? And why in the Nia Nega Abyss? Was he a criminal sent there long ago? If he was, the magical purgatory wasn’t nearly as inescapable as everyone thought.
Running feet pounded toward me, and beneath the ringing in my ears, I heard Temnon shouting my name. He slid on his knees to my side.
“Are you alright?” he yelled louder than he needed to.
I nodded; my head felt unstable on my neck. His embrace lacked its usual strength. All around, the noise and chaos wound down. With Pyranathos sucked into the evil vortex, and the zen-shots taking effect, the traitor dragons lost motivation to rebel. 
Slumped with Claude on the witness stand, Odric voiced the question on everyone’s mind. “What just happened? Dominath?”
Weakly, Dominath replied, I have no knowledge of that magic. Perhaps Agnes saw more.
“How is . . . the regent . . . Tem?” I asked between pants.
“I left a spell rebuilding the bone,” he said, his breath warm on my neck. “But I can’t do much more than that. He needs a Third Earth alchemist.”
You’ve done well, Temnon, Dominath said, apparently listening in on us. I’ll take over from here.
Dominath, I asked telepathically, are you okay? Did anybody die?
Many of my dear friends, but none of yours.
A bittersweet answer.
A dull ache in my hip made me try to stand, but I had no strength left. From behind, Claude and Odric each grabbed one of my arms and wearily lifted me from the rock-strewn ground. My legs shook like water.
In a flurry of beating wings, Lumi landed, closely followed by Sekmet and Grimmal. “Anyone hurt?” I asked, rubbing Lumi’s ears.
“We are alive and functional,” Sekmet purred. “It was a satisfying battle.”
“We hunted well today,” Grimmal added.
“Ah, Arch Mage.” Adrina, purple toga flowing, waved as she approached. “Only fifty-two hours since you left us, and you’ve already saved another world.”
“Barely.”
“On the contrary,” she said and ruffled my hair, “you practically had this all resolved before we arrived. Cheeky scamp.”
“You’re sweet,” I said. “Totally wrong, but sweet. You and the paladins saved our hides.”
“King Po Lan is thrilled that you came to him for help and hopes you don’t mind the extra support.”
Embarrassed, I smiled. “No, I don’t mind. Thanks for coming. I should have let him help more.” 
“Give yourself credit,” Odric said. “If you hadn’t found a way back here, that imposter would have won. You acted with decisive skill and astute planning. When your plan was derailed, you adapted with resiliency and still accomplished your goal. You have grown so much these last few months. I’m proud to know you.”
Indeed. Kyprios lowered his spikey head to my level. His lower jaw brushed the ground. My deepest gratitude for revealing Pyranathos. He has been a tribulation since his birth. And now he is truly dead.
“Uh,” I stammered. “Not dead. He’s in the Nia Nega Abyss. With his boss. But I know how to spot him in any form. Just look for an enlarged shadow. He can’t disguise that.”
“Also,” added Lumi, “he smells like chemicals and oil. It’s quite unpleasant.”
I see. Kyprios was disappointed. I really didn’t blame him.
“Lumi, take Agnes home. She needs to recover,” Claude instructed, pushing me onto Lumi’s back. “We’ll see to the regent and help Kyprios regain order here.”
“Temnon,” Adrina added, “we telekins could use your help rebuilding the court, after you rest and eat something.”
“What about you, Grimmal?” I asked.
“I’ll stay with Temnon and the phar, for now.” He shifted into a saber-toothed tiger and padded over to Sekmet.
“We need to reinforce our alliance with the dragons,” the phar announced, pushing her head into Grimmal’s furry chest. “We magical creatures share a deep bond after all.”
“Lumi,” I said, “I want to say goodbye to Bandlash before we go.”
She picked her way over the indoor battlefield to Menneth’s huge ram horn, where Bandlash stood guard. His round, blue eyes followed our slow progress, but he didn’t move from his post. Once we reached him, Lumi lay down to position me in front of his toothy smile. 
“You did it, Bandlash,” I praised. “The natsa fruit saved Menneth’s life.” I put both hands on his furry cheeks. “Thanks for all you did to help me.”
His face fell in shame. No, Arch Mage, I don’t deserve this. You told me about natsa fruit, and you revealed Pyranathos. I nearly fed you to a tyrannosaur.
“You were protecting your world and your laws,” I insisted. “I’m just glad you trusted me enough to bring me to Kyprios. You have good instincts, Bandlash. You will serve the noblesse well.”
Overcome by embarrassment, he covered his eyes with a paw. I’ll miss you.
“We’ll see each other again,” I said. “I promise.”
I’ll keep our best room stocked with natsa fruit.
Sweet little guy.
Turning to the regent, I placed a hand on his horn and poured my light into him. My magic revealed the truth of his condition to me. The natsa fruit gave him enough life magic to support him while Temnon’s magic repaired his spine one splintered shard at a time.
“Oh good,” I said to myself. “Menneth will recover.”
Bandlash heard me and gleefully roared the news to the surviving noblesse. 
“Agnes!” Temnon wove between the fallen rocks. “Don’t leave without this.” 
He held out his Aether Stone. The one he’d taken from me. As he handed it back, he covered my hand with both of his but had a hard time meeting my eyes.
“Does this mean we are back to normal?” 
A sad light dimmed his eyes. “After what I did to you, can we be normal? I broke your trust.”
“And I broke your heart. I didn’t mean to, but it still happened.”
“Then”—he slumped and stuck his hands in his pockets—“we can never be exactly the same.”
“No, not the same. It may take some time, but we’ll be stronger. We just have to keep trying.”
His solemn nod and kind smile told me he agreed.
Unable to hold my own weight anymore, I draped myself over Lumi’s back and laid my head between her shoulders.
“Are you ready now?” she asked, flicking her tail in my face and reminding me who really deserved my attention.
“Almost.” I looked at Temnon sideways from Lumi’s back. “When can I see you again?” 
“Soon. Will you come to Grandpa Thayn’s funeral?”
“I’ll be there. See you soon.” I touched my pouch. “Second Earth!”
I fell into the golden circle and returned to my home.
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Yeah, Mom was ticked that I left for Third Earth without telling her and grounded me from everything except floating in the Fulcrum for two weeks. I insisted on supporting Temnon at his grandpa’s funeral. She only agreed when I promised to cancel all my missions for a month. 
Mom yelled at Kymm and Colucci for having no sense whatsoever and threatened legal action for endangering a minor. A few days later, she called them back, thanked them for their help, and invited them to come to the funeral. Kymm nearly ruptured a blood vessel out of excitement.
The morning of Thayn’s long overdue funeral, I stared at my reflection in my bedroom mirror. The only formal dress I owned currently squeezed my armpits into a shrug. I didn’t like the lacy monstrosity three years ago; now it was ugly and too small.
“I look like a satanic doll in a horror movie,” I whispered.
“You do not,” Mom said, in her black, elegantly timeless dress. “It’s just a bit snug.”
“Snug?” I wheezed. “I’m going to pop the zipper.” 
Sadie knocked and came in. She wore a designer dress with a flowing, sheer, asymmetrical over-skirt that caught the air and flared around her tan legs 
I groaned, flopped on my bed next to Lumi, and popped the zipper on my dress. 
“Oh, great,” Mom said.
 “Nothing to wear, Ags?” asked Sadie.
The comforter muffled my groans. “I still have Nemantia’s coral gown, but it makes me look like an over-stuffed flamingo.” 
“Just go in your skin,” Lumi yowled, bored of the fashion tedium.
The destroyed zipper flapped open as I sat up. “That might be my best option. What am I going to do?”
“Finally,” Sadie breathed to herself. “The right moment. Here.” She opened her purse and handed me a piece of paper with numbers written on it. “Transport to these coordinates and make sure to bring your crest.”
“Why?” I asked, studying the black printed numbers.
“It’s a surprise I’ve been working on in London.” She turned to Mom with a hopeful grin. “If it’s okay with you, Mama Lillian.”
“I guess,” Mom sighed, caving to Sadie’s perfect smile. “I’m coming too, and we double-check those numbers first.”
A few spells later we landed in a luxurious modern room full of impeccably dressed mannequins. 
“What is this?” I asked, acutely aware that all the mannequins were exactly my size.
“Ta da!” sang Sadie, her curls bouncing with enthusiasm. “Every Apex needs a magical closet, and now you have one here on Second Earth, too. My mom designed all of these for you. Aren’t they fabulous?”
“Ooo,” Mom pointed to a blue pantsuit, “I get to borrow that one, Agnes.”
“I can’t afford clothes like these,” I protested. “They probably cost as much as a car.”
Sadie didn’t disagree. 
“They’re part of the contract,” she said. “My dad made it all legal. Come look.”
She held up a huge folder of papers tidily bound together. I didn’t even understand the first sentence of the legal jargon, but five platinum debit cards were paper clipped to the front page.
“Your dad made what legal?” Mom took the contract, furiously reading the front page.
“I sold the vat of cream you magicked to my mom’s company,” Sadie said, “for like, a zillion euros. I diluted it by one to one hundred parts, so no chemists try to reverse engineer it and get suspicious. It still works like magic, just slowly. That’s what I was doing in Illinois. Making a deal with a soy farmer. It’s a main ingredient in our patented formula.”
“Sadie,” I breathed, “you did all of this on your own?”
“I’m an entrepreneur,” she declared. “Making things happen is how I roll. All you have to do is magic more cream when we run out.”
I ran to her and squeezed her with a grateful hug. Sadie giggled, and dragged me over to a shimmering charcoal gray dress. It had long sleeves and a fitted bodice down to the hips, the skirt rippled in waves to the floor. Beneath the ripples I found a handy slit to access my Aether pouch. Perfect. I slipped it on, and even I had to admit. I rocked it.
“Thanks, Sades.” I blushed in front of the mirror, loving my reflection. 
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The funeral was beautiful. To see Thayn’s body finally laid to rest next to his precious wife and ancestors offered fulfilling closure to all present—which had to be half the planet.
Late into the night, after all the guests settled into their quarters, Jenz knocked on the door of my gorgeous red bedroom to escort me, Mom, and Lumi to Odric’s super-secret war room. Security spells coated the walls, and paladins scanned us with magical medallions. Already sitting at a conference table were the Odonata family, Phar Sekmet, Grimmal, Grandmaster Shume, and a few generals. A communication spell framing Vice Regent Kyprios glittered next to King Odric at the head of the table.
“Welcome, Agnes,” King Odric said, standing politely. 
Serene hugged me gently. “Well done, dear. You lived up to your title with aplomb.”
“Thanks,” I said, returning the hug. “I had help.”
“No one is alone, Agnes,” Claude said. “The key to success is using your resources efficiently.”
Hmm. Pyranathos said something just like that. I checked Claude’s shadow. It was normal. I guessed using resources efficiently held true no matter what side you fought on.
“How is Menneth, Vice Regent?” I asked the glittering window as I sat down.
Eating plenty of natsa fruit and recovering slowly. Kyprios flattened his facial spikes and pointed his muzzle at Temnon. The spell left by the prince is gradual, but meticulous. The regent’s spine will heal completely. Dominath, though gravely injured himself, is skillfully directing our alchemists in the treatments of all injured noblesse.
“I’m sorry for those you lost.”
Kyprios blinked his dark eyes and his spikes lowered. We will remember them and look forward to refreshing our population with new hatchlings. Many females are grateful for the chance to raise young ones. Death on Third Earth is only bitter until the births of new souls. 
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“And Dominath?” A guilty twinge lurked under Temnon’s confidence. “Will he fully recover?”
Kyprios attempted a smile that resembled Grimmal’s fierce snarl, but his telepathy brimmed with warmth and gratitude. 
Dominath and the remaining noblesse hold you responsible for only our liberation. The Dragon of Lies caused his brother’s injuries, young prince, not you. We are tracing the remaining radical traitors with marks of the curved sword. Not all his followers were among the noblesse. 
He blew a puff of smoke in my direction and shook his head, his spikes slicing the smoke into eddies. 
We are eternally grateful for the service you rendered our beloved leader and our Magnus Dux. We did find something of interest to you in Ambassador Thayn’s quarters. An enchanted book. Dominath recognized it as a gift prepared for the king of Earth 22.
Jenz brought a heavy box and heaved it to the table. He slid open a bulky lock and pried the lid open. I reached inside, my elbow stretching over the box’s edge, to find King Po Lan’s book.
“Why did Pyranathos want it?” Temnon asked.
We believe he hoped to gain an advantage over Agnes, but like most dragons, he found the science too tiresome to follow. Judging by Agnes’s miraculous manner of incapacitating him, science may be more useful than he anticipated.
Kymm will love that. Inside the box, my fingers brushed a cold, hard surface. I stood up to see what it was. A spherical diamond with a zillion facets reflected rainbows all over my dress. 
“What’s this?”
I wrapped both hands around the enormous gem and hauled it from the box. Within the clear diamond, wisps of light drifted like ghosts around an intensely burning flame of yellow dragon fire.
A gift from the regent. That is the fire of a traveler.
A gasp of disbelief rose from Claude. Others leaned in, awe on their faces, as they marveled at the dancing flame. Like usual, I stood there like an idiot, in total confusion.
“Agnes,” King Odric said, “this is a rare gift of incredible value. You know of travelers?”
I nodded, entranced by the glittering flame.
“This is how they communicate with Third Earth when they land on another world.”
I still didn’t get it. Claude explained further.
“Mage doors are based on the concept of traveler’s fire. Envision the person you wish to speak with, activate the flame with your magic, and the traveler’s fire will connect you to them, no matter how far across the universe they might be.”
An intergalactic cell phone? Cool!
“The glittering circle,” I said. “This is how you are talking to us right now. And how Menneth contacted me in my Apex that no one knows about. Can I connect with anybody?”
There are limitations. You can only contact people with whom you have an alliance. The regent was able to contact you because of your position as arch mage of an allied planet. He would not be able to reach anyone else on your planet without a meaningful, personal relationship.
“That would have been useful when we were trying to reach Phar Sekmet,” Dame Maudine hinted.
The phar’s eyes narrowed, and her dark-tipped, Siamese tail twitched in irritation. “I have already commissioned an Aether Stone to my quarters,” she said, her s’s hissing in irritation. “You’ll have no more difficulty telling me you’ve endangered my loved ones.”
“Please thank the regent for me, Kyprios,” I said quickly, trying to distract the phar.
My regent sends you his praise and eternal gratitude, as well as his regrets for how you were treated during your stay. We will gladly take on any task to make up for the hardships you endured at our hands.
“I don’t expect anything. I’m glad my awkward efforts helped in the end. My best wishes to him as well. When the time comes, I’ll call on your strength.” 
Everyone shot concerned glances at each other. I supposed since I didn’t stumble over the words, they were bound to come true. After what I saw in the tainted magic vortex, it might be sooner rather than later.
“I’m guessing you’d like to hear about the vortex?” I said to everyone. “I’ve organized a report of what I’ve figured out.”
“If you would be so kind,” responded Odric.
I collected my memory of the human-faced storm in the Nia Nega Abyss and placed it gently into their minds. I included my impression of the tainted magic and showed them the dream I witnessed in the sun larva of Earth 22. I tied in how I separated Vi Lorina from the tainted magic during our battle last summer.
“I don’t understand,” Grandmaster Shume exclaimed as I finished. “What is that dark glitter?”
“It’s tainted magic,” I explained. “Planets are formed when a solar phoenix mother lays her egg in raw matter and magic. Over time, the magic becomes a part of the planet’s nature. Here on First Earth, you have dual magic rings. On Second Earth, the magic looks like butterfly wings. On Third Earth, the magic flows below the crust and forms the clear lava in the Source of Dauthaz.”
Fascinating, remarked Kyprios. 
“The sun larva’s dream showed the birth of a planet full of tainted magic. I think that storm cloud person figured out how to control the tainted magic of his world.”
I guessed I explained it clearly enough. Everyone muttered concerns and questions. Nemantia had a good one.
“Then why could Vi Lorina use it?” she asked me.
“I had the same question myself. When I ask my gift of truth, I don’t get a clear answer, so maybe my questions aren’t covering the whole story.” I got up and walked over to the king. “You were possessed by Vi Lorina’s henchman, the wolf demon. Do you remember what he said after I separated you, King Odric?” 
The horrible memory darkened his expression. “Yes. His words still haunt me. He told us the demons of Sixth Earth were ordered to follow her. At the time, we thought it meant Nemantia, but now we know it meant Vi Lorina. So, who gave the orders? Who told the demons to follow her?”
Pyranathos also acted on the orders of another, added the Vice Regent. He and Violet Lorina both destabilized the government and then attempted to take over. The similarities are staggering.
“Too staggering to be coincidental,” I said. “That storm guy is the mastermind we’ve been looking for. He ordered Vi Lorina and Pyranathos to wreck everything and lent them tainted magic to do it. That’s how they both used spells beyond their own abilities.”
“So, which planet formed from the tainted magic?” demanded Chattaway. “Where does this mastermind live?”
“The only planet that makes any sense. The demon world, Sixth Earth. That’s where Vi Lorina met him, but he isn’t there now. The dead forest I showed you is in the Nia Nega Abyss.”
Impossible. Kyprios shook his head and his spikes rattled. One cannot travel to the Nia Nega Abyss without the Treaty of Dominath.
“And that,” I said, pointing to Serene, “is why Lumi and I nearly got sucked into space on the way to First Earth. When Lumi kicked my big light ball into space, it triggered the vortex of tainted magic because Pyranathos just traveled there as Syran. When Captain Malon escorted me to Earth 22, I tossed another ball and thought it changed direction. It probably did because Pyranathos used the vortex to get there before me and pose as Ranah.”
Odric’s eyes widened in understanding. “When we searched the Jent Path for the tear you described, the vortex had already closed. I see, now. The vortex was intentionally placed where Pyranathos could follow the outside of the Jent Path down to the planet while evading planet security.” He scowled in fierce concentration. “That is extremely clever, and it requires an exhaustive understanding of magic and interplanetary relativity physics. This is no common enemy.”
“Vi Lorina also used those dark vortexes,” Temnon said. “That’s how she appeared in the throne room and drained Dame Maudine.”
Maudine shrunk, almost as if remembering the pain. “That’s an experience I’d not choose twice. Or once, if I had a choice.”
I gave her an empathetic nod. I felt that pain too. “The vortexes also explain how she came to Second Earth to kill me at the start of all this. Storm guy can travel anywhere with that dark vortex. But I don’t think it works for large numbers. Vi Lorina had to tear a hole in the Fulcrum to move her demon armies. It probably took months to bring demons a few at a time with the vortex until she possessed all sixty paladins and citizens.”
Chattaway banged a hand on the table. “He can travel across space without a Jent Path? So, what kind of demon is he? Does he have regular demon magic on top of this tainted stuff? How can we strategize if we know nothing about him?”
King Odric nodded, his fingers thoughtfully rubbing his chin. “And why is he after Agnes? What about her is he afraid of?”
I shrugged. The generals and leaders all launched into their own speculations about the potential threats to the universe. I was proud of making all those connections, but each of my answers created twenty more questions. The discussions increased in fear until they were all shouting. I felt like I only made it worse.
In the midst of the shouting match, the thick door opened a crack. Jenz trotted over to speak to the sentry on guard, then turned back with a weird, confused expression. 
“King Odric,” he announced, and everyone quieted to listen. “Someone, or thing, is requesting entrance.”
With a musical jangle, a small object wobbled unevenly between Jenz’s boots. I recognized it immediately. It was the silver rattle from Dame Maudine’s room. 
“What is that?” Arch Mage Claude jumped up, and magic pooled in his hand.
“Wait,” Nemantia cried, “let her be. She might know something.”
“She? That thing is alive?”
The rattle rolled along the cement floor until it stopped at my shoe and tapped insistently at my toes.
Inside my throat, a truth swelled until it popped out my mouth. “Kinza of Sixth Earth,” I said. “I summon you by the power of the Light of Truth. Answer my call.”
Purple smoke drained from the rattle and poured into a cloud above our heads. The air energized with power, and my skin tickled as all my hairs stood straight up. The light fixtures in the ceiling pulsed, as if interrupted by the power. Little licks of smoke curled around everyone present. Most tensed in fear.
“Kinza,” Nemantia breathed, purple smoke weaving through her dark hair, “you came out of your rattle?”
“Not entirely, Princess,” her voice, young and full of energy, echoed against the hard cement walls. “If I do, he will know immediately.”
“He who?” I asked.
A little bolt of blue lightning streaked within the smoke. “Sharir,” she replied, “the master of demonkind and my fiancé.”
Clouds, lightning, Kinza being promised in marriage—my brain finally added up the clues. “He’s a genie! Cloud guy is a genie!”
The purple smoke darkened to a deep plum color. “A genie?” Kinza’s voice rose in intense fear. “No, Agnes. He’s the genie. Sharir the Endless, Overlord of Demonkind, Master of Time and Space, Ruler of Magicks. He’s as close to a god as one can get in this existence.”
“Genies?” shouted Rufus. His dark skin paled like coffee with too much cream. “They are omnipotent! They can’t be beaten! We might as well abandon the planet and find a new place to live.”
“Nice courage for a general of First Earth,” Northbert chastised, his double chin trembling.
“I’m being practical.” Rufus stood and huffed in Northbert’s face. “We can’t stand against that kind of power.”
“Genie girl.” Chattaway stood and slammed her hands on the table. “Why is this all happening now? What did Agnes do to upset this Master Genie?”
A sphere of liquid electricity pooled in the cloud and sent a thin bolt of blue lighting into the table inches from Chattaway’s hand. She yelped and jerked away, her salt and pepper hair standing on end.
“Agnes did nothing but enter her world.”
“Why did he send Pyranathos to kidnap her?” Chattaway pouted, still holding her hand, hair standing up like the bride of Frankenstein.
“Because she is fore-destined to save all the worlds on the Jent Paths.”
“We’re aware of the prophecy, Miss Kinza,” Maudine said with kindness and respect. “That is why we brought her here from Second Earth. Agnes fulfilled the prophecy when she stopped the invasion of the demon army.”
A tendril of smoke billowed along the table and rose to Maudine’s eye level. “Uff, no. You are mistaken, Warrior Queen. Vi Lorina was but the first section of the prophecy. Sharir is the true threat.”
Whoa. That took a few minutes to sink in. I had to save all the worlds—again? Only for real this time? Crap. My butt slid down the seat of my chair until my head rested against the short back.
“Oh.” Maudine’s eyes darted through her memory. “That explains—and that other part—oh, and the section where . . .” She nodded in certainty. “Yes. It all makes more sense now.”
What was she talking about? None of this made any sense at all!
“Sharir is not completely all-powerful,” Kinza said. “Delphinium has seen his fall.”
“Who is Delphinium?” Maudine asked, suddenly confused.
I suddenly remembered all those waking dreams with a voice as large as a world asking, “Has the future changed?” 
“Holy crappola, Kinza,” I shouted to the jiniri. “The waking dreams—they’re messages from Delphi, aren’t they? That’s why Sharir is targeting me. He’s trying to change the future, and he’s using the Seer to do it.”
The room fell silent.
“The Seer?” Maudine whispered. “She’s alive?”
The smoke turned a sad, cornflower blue. “Alive is an overstatement. My dear childhood friend has been reduced to a living corpse. The prisoner and slave of Sharir.”
No wonder my eyes and mouth felt so dry during the visions. Poor Delphi. What an awful fate.
“We have to save her,” I yelled. “Maudine, we need that prophecy!”
“Ooo,” squealed Maudine, jumping up from her chair and dashing for the door. “I’ll fetch it at once. I feel my entire life has been spent preparing for this moment,” she called, her voice trailing off as Jenz held the door open for her.
“I’ll leave the prophecy to my grandmother,” Odric proclaimed. “The rest of us will begin preparations for war on Sixth Earth.”
“Feel free to do so,” Kinza said, then a wisp of smoke descended and curled around my hand. “But the Wielder of Truth must travel to the mystical world first.”
Mom groaned. “So much for a month with no missions.”
“Mystical world? Which Earth is that?”
“Pack a swimsuit,” Temnon said with an excited grin. “We’re going to visit Rein.”
 
 

 

Preview of Book Four
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Agnes Ann Cavanaugh is growing in ability and strength as a Wielder of Truth, but “experienced Inter-tribal Mediator” isn’t on her arch mage resume. With new information concerning the Seer’s prophecy, Agnes and her allies embark on their next mission to Rein’s home planet, Fourth Earth, where they must unite the mystical tribes under a single high king. This will not be an easy task. The stubborn centaurs, elves, pixies, and other unique species have been warring since time began. If that weren’t challenging enough, Suelta, the dethroned queen of the sirens, somehow gains magical power while everyone else starves for the depleting resource.
With the siren clan’s false-reality magic weakened, the powerful siren prince, Rein, struggles to stand against his mother and her hordes of aquatic monsters’ rapid-fire attacks. First Earth’s allied armies frantically dash from battle to battle, sick and weak from constantly transporting through Fourth Earth’s mystical atmosphere. Even Temnon, the most powerful matter shaper in centuries, finds his magic lagging. What is sucking up the magic of Fourth Earth? Is it Suelta, the twisted siren bent on revenge? Or is it connected to the Master of Demonkind and his looming desire to destroy the universe?
Can Agnes and her truth tilt the balance of war to their favor? Or will it take a bit of science? Either way, something must be done, or Fourth Earth and the universe will be swallowed by a storm of evil.
 
 


Pronunciation Guide
 
Ademic — /uh-DEM-ik/
Adrina Cispius — /Uh-DREE-nuh SIHS-pee-uhs/
Agnes Ann Cavanaugh — /AG-ness / AN / KAV-uh-naw/
Agnostus — /ag-NAWS-tuhs/
Arch Mage — /ARK MAYJ/
Aridin — /EHR-ih-duhn/
Bandlash — /BAND-LASH/
Buchanan — /byoo-CAN-nuhn/
Chiri — /CHIH-ree/
Claude — /KLAWD/
Colucci — /kuh-LOO-chee/
Coralis — /kohr-AL-ihs/ 
Dauthaz — /DAW-thaz/
Delphinium Trendicles — /dehl-FIHN-ee-uhm/ TREHN-dih-kleez/
Djinn — /JIHN/
Dominath — /DAW-mih-nath/
Foras na Gaelige — /FOR-uhs nuh GAY-gluh/
Galdor — /GHAL-dohr/ 
Glaydn — /GLAY-duhn/
Grimmal — /GRIHM-uhl/
Halja — /HALL-yah/
Hawkins — /HAW-kihnz/
Iloress — /EYE-lor-EHSS/
Jenz Nighting — /JENZ/ NAHIT-ing/
Jiniri — /JIHN-ih-ree/
Jolo — /JOH-loh/ 
Kinza — /KIHN-zuh/
Kyprios — /KIE-pree-ohs/  (KIE rhymes with fly)
Lillian — /LIL-lee-uhn/
Lumi — /LOO-mee/
Lord Chevlin — /LORD/ SHEV-lihn/
Magnus Dux — /MAG-nuhs DUKES/
Maudine — /maw-DEEN/
Nemantia — /nuh-MAN-chee-uh/
Odric — /AW-drihk/
Odonata — /oh-duh-NAW-tuh/
Paewr — /PAY-wer/
Paladin — /PAL-ih-duhn/
Phar Sekmet — /FAR/ SEHK-MET/ (Both syllables are accented equally)
Philomanth — /FAHI-loh-manth/
Po Lan — /POE-LAWN/
Pyranathos — /Pie-RAN-uh-thohs/
Ranah — /RAH-nuh/
Regent Menneth — /REE-juhnt/ MEN-eth/
Rein — /RAYN/
Rowan — /ROH-wuhn/
Sadie — /SAY-dee/
Sciftan — /SKIFF-tuhn/
Sempira — /sem-PEER-uh/
Serene — /suh-REEN/
Sharir — /Shuh-REAR/
Suelta — /soo-WEHL-tah/
Syran — /SEAR-uhn/
Temnon — /TEM-NAWN/  (Both syllables are accented equally.)
Tine Banri’on — /TINE BAN-REE-on/
Thayn Rayden — /THAIN RAY-duhn/
Vi Lorina — /VAI lor-EE-nuh/ (VAI rhymes with fly.)
Vooran Fell — /VOO-ran FEHL/ (VOO like boo.)
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