
  
    
      
    
  


  
    


    Praise for Max and the Spice Thieves


    


    “In John Peragine’s boisterous middle-grade fantasy, a boy undertakes an odyssey to reunite with his family…With its focus on ragtag, skilled fighters and renegade sentiments, Max and the Spice Thieves is an entertaining island adventure.”


    —Karen Rigby, Foreword Reviews Magazine


    


    “Max and the Spice Thieves is very highly recommended for kids who like their action fast paced and their plots replete with self-discoveries and satisfying twists.”


    —Diane Donovan, Midwest Book Review


    


    “The story was gripping and left me wanting more. I thoroughly enjoyed this journey with Max and eagerly await his next.”


    —Soumya Sreehari, Readers’ Favorite


    


    “John Peragine has crafted a superb fantasy tale which will certainly capture the hearts and minds of the intended young adult reading audience, as well as older readers seeking a fresh sense of adventure from a youthful perspective… Its imaginative quality and craft of language, bring the colorful characters and magical settings to life in a way that feels like blockbuster cinema…, I would highly recommend Max and the Spice Thieves to fans of epic journeys, fierce battles, and all-out fantasy adventure. A cover to cover thrilling ride.”


    —K.C.Finn, Reader’s Favorite


    


    “The ending of this book gives a satisfying climax, but there are more adventures ahead, as the series continues. This book is recommended for the young and young at heart who enjoy reading adventure stories with a mix of magic.”


    —Bruce Arrington, Reader’s Favorite


    


    “Peragine has crafted a highly enjoyable read, absolutely full of adventure and fantastical worlds with their own creatures and various environs. It’s a wonderfully creative tale that any lover of young adult fantasy fiction will enjoy. Literary imagination reigns in Peragine’s exciting page-turner, as the reader’s rapt attention is engaged from the very start. In the end, the messages gleaned are too important not to mention: family and love are all that matter, and, through the thick of it all, goodness does win out over evil.”


    —Jonah Meyer, US Book Review


    


    “Aside from the fact that the story was incorporated into an excellent plot, the strongest points of this book, in my opinion, were the numerous revelations made at its end. I had my eyes and mouth wide open when I read through the concluding events…this is a marvelous piece of fiction, one that I will highly recommend to both young adults and adults interested in supernatural fiction books.”


    —Onlinebookclub.org


    


    “John Peragine‘s writing is on point and it never gets boring. Achieving such anelegant writing styleis not for everybody, even more so because there’s a very fine line between elegance and purple prose. Not only he never crosses it, but I also find it refreshing that this elegance is being used in a book that’s meant for teens.”


    —Val, Bookshelves and Teacups


    


    “I was on the edge of my seat more than once, unable to put the book down until I found out what would happen to these characters I feel so attached to. That, to me, is excellent storytelling. I have to applaud John Peragine for this one and I can’t wait to get my hands on the sequel in the future.”


    —Kathryn Rose, Galaxy Girl Reviews


    


    “Max and the Spice Thieves” is an exciting read, perfect for the Middle Schooler, or a family read,(This adult loved it - I no longer have young ones). This story has magic, shape shifters, really nice Pirates, and evil Djinn zombie armies. I would say the violence level is tame when compared to say “Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows”. I am looking forward to the next installment.” 


    —Andrea Kidder, Barnes and Noble


    


    “I LOVED this book! I could see it in my mind’s eye as clearly as if I was watching a Hollywood blockbuster… thank you for writing something worth reading.”


    —Laura, Barnes and Noble


    


    “This book has became one of my favorite books of all times. In Max and the Spice Thieves, you will be on a thrilling ride as this book keeps you hooked till the very last word. I can’t wait to get my hands on the next one. I will be telling anyone I know to pick this one up!”


    —George Lynn, Goodreads


    


    “The heart that this story was written with is evident in the relationships that Max has and makes with others in the story. It is those connections that carry the reader along, the quest richer and more exciting because of them, instead of distracting. I would recommend this book to anyone who has a heart for adventure, you will be greatly rewarded, but the soul of this story will stay with you long after the last page.”


    —Angela Amberden, Goodreads


    


    “Peragine does an excellent job creating this fantasy world with all of its sights and sounds and smells. I highly recommend Max and the Spice Thieves for the young and the young at heart.”


    —Jen Anne Becker, Goodreads


    


    “I had more fun reading this book, than i have in a long time…Thanks for helping this bad year end with a smile.”


    —Mike Lester, Goodreads
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    Chapter One



    “Max,” Mom said, gently stroking my arm. “Come on, Little Bear, it’s time to get up.”


    I cracked one eye open—it was still dark. I sighed loud and long.


    “It’s too early. The sun isn’t even up. Besides, what’s the point?”


    I burrowed deep under my blankets. Every day had been the same as the day before for the past two months: unbearably ordinary. Chores and lessons with Mom, with nothing else to do around the farm. Boring. Hardly worth getting out of bed for.


    “I’m staying in bed and reading today.”


    “Max, you’ve got to get up!”


    Mom tried to pull the covers off me, but I held on and resisted. My hand searched the small bedside table and landed on the book my father had brought me from the Summer Isle two summers ago: The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. I pulled it under my blanket—even though I’d read it dozens of times already. It was the last book he had given to me, and when I read it, I could imagine some of the far-off ports my dad described when he came home.


    I could hear Mom going through my trunk at the end of the bed. “I know it’s very early, but today we have a long journey ahead of us.”


    I sat up quickly. “Journey?”


    Mom smiled as she filled a large bag with my clothes.


    “It’s a surprise. I already packed all our things and prepared food to take. We might get hungry on the ship.” She winked. “Hurry up. We must make it to the docks before daybreak.”


    This was the best news.


    Everyone thought Dad was dead—lost at sea. But I knew, in my gut, he was out there somewhere. Maybe he was hurt or stuck on an island. I had begged Mom countless times for us to go looking for him—but each time always ended in an argument. Until today.
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    The smell of eggs, bacon, and potatoes invaded my nostrils, drawing me out of bed. Mom finished packing my bag, and I joined her in the kitchen. Breakfast was laid out and looked fit for a king.


    “Come sit down and eat,” Mom said as she scooped food onto my plate.


    I ate as quickly as I could. “So, we’re going to search for Dad.”


    Mom put her hands on her hips and sighed. “Max, we’ve been over this. He’s gone. And even if he wasn’t, where in the three seas would we search for him? There are over fifty different islands in the Spice Island chain. We can’t search them all.”


    My excitement drained from me, and I pushed my plate away.


    “Come on, Max. Don’t be like that,” Mom said, gently sliding my plate back in front of me. “I loved your father, but we must accept that he is not returning.”


    “Never.”


    I stood up from the table and returned to my room.


    My mother followed behind me, sitting down on the edge of my bed. “I know . . . I know this has not been easy for you,” she said, looking down at her hands. “That is why I decided on this trip. You have never been on a long voyage, and I thought the open sea would do us both a lot of good.”


    My interest was piqued. Mom was breaking the rules, which never happened.


    “Are we going to the Summer Isle?” I asked tentatively, afraid of getting my hopes dashed for the second time this morning. “I’ve always wanted to go there, but you’ve always said it was too dangerous for me on the open sea, because of my . . . condition. Is that where we’re going?” I scratched my arm, just thinking of the sea breeze.


    Mom sighed, patting my hand.


    “No, we’re not going to the Summer Isle.” Her eyes dropped toward the floor a moment before meeting my gaze. “We are sailing to Sanctus.”


    “Sanctus?”


    My friend Sammy had told me stories about Sanctus, but they weren’t the happy bedtime sort.


    “But the Midnight Men live there! They hunt and eat people. Why would you want us to go there?”


    While Paradisi was boring and predictable, it was better than the fear and horror of Sanctus. I didn’t fancy becoming someone’s meal.


    “No, no, Little Bear. Of course, I won’t take you somewhere dangerous,” said my mother in a soothing voice. “Sanctus is a magnificent and special island. You’ll love it there.” The corners of her mouth tightened. There was something more she still was not telling me.


    “I’m sure I’d love the Summer Isle more,” I replied. The Summer Isle would be the perfect place to start looking for Dad. He often went there to trade. Sanctus, on the other hand, would be a terrible place to go because even the Spice Guild avoided it.


    “Do you know why people call it Sanctus?” Mom asked, and I shook my head. “They call it Sanctus because it’s a sanctuary—a place where people go to be safe,” she explained. “The scary stories that surround it are part of what makes it safe. Those stories were created to keep the bad people away and protect the good people who live there. I would never take you somewhere where you could end up a snack for some hairy monster.”


    She poked me, and a chuckle escaped, despite my irritation.


    “The world isn’t safe,” Mom said as she put her arms around me. “But I’ll never let anything happen to you.”


    I sighed and hugged Mom tight for a moment. A strange feeling curled in my stomach—something I had not felt before. A pressure grew below my rib cage. Perhaps it was the excitement of escaping my daily routine.


    “What about my, uh . . . condition?” I asked, scratching at my arms.


    “We’ll keep your skin covered whenever you’re on deck. I believe we can keep you healthy, as long as you follow my rules.”


    The Rules. I hated the Rules. Every day she reminded me that I couldn’t let my skin get cold—not even a little bit—or else a rash would form all over my body. As though I could forget.


    I had to stay out of the cold. I had to cover my skin when it was raining. I had to dry off quickly after a bath. I had to stay in when it was snowing. I had to keep the fire going at all times during the winter. The list of Rules never stopped. All because of my skin condition. If I didn’t warm up right away, my skin itched and swelled. One time, when I snuck off to build a snow fort, the rash covered my face and neck, and I had trouble breathing. The healers warned me I could die. Since then, anytime it rained, snowed, or was even a little windy, I had to stay indoors. Even though I hated the Rules, I hated my itchy skin more, and so I obeyed. At least, most of the time I did.


    “Yes, Mom. I know the stupid rules. It’s so unfair.”


    Mom frowned. “The ship we’re going on won’t have healers, so that’s why the stupid rules are important.”


    “Fine . . . fine. I’ll follow the rules. What kind of ship is it anyway?”


    The corner of my mother’s mouth twisted into a grin.


    “That’s the best part. We’ll be sailing on a pirate ship! Now, help me hook up Tully and pack the wagon.”
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    The low light of predawn illuminated the docks. Ships were being prepared for early fishing crews, and other merchant vessels were loaded for travel to faraway exotic ports. Mom pulled our small wagon in front of the blacksmith’s shop. Red coals glowed inside the forge, but the blacksmith was missing.


    “Wait here with Tully, Max,” Mom said, as she tied the reins to a post. “I’ll be back as soon as I speak with the captain. No talking to strangers, okay?”


    “I’m going with you!” I grabbed my pack and stood up.


    “It’s not safe where I’m going,” she replied. “Besides, I need you to watch after Tully and the wagon.”


    “But, Mom—”


    “No but Momming me, Max. You need to do what I am asking you to do.”


    I dropped my pack and slumped back into the space behind the bench.


    “Fine, I’ll watch Tully. Just don’t be long, okay?”


    “I need to go to the Grog Blossom to meet with the captain, and then we’ll be on board before daybreak,” Mom promised. “I don’t want to attract any attention to our wagon—too many thieves in that part of town.”


    “Then why are you going alone? You need me to protect you.”


    Mom reached over the edge of the wagon and patted my leg. “I’ll be fine, Max. The captain will be watching for me. I need you here to protect Tully and our bags.”


    “Are you sure?” I asked.


    “Yes, I’m sure. Now I need to get going.”


    As I crawled under the extra horse blanket in my makeshift bed, Mom leaned over the side of the wagon and kissed me on the head.


    “Don’t leave the wagon and don’t talk to anyone.”


    “Yes . . . I get it.”


    Mom grabbed the lantern hanging on the hook next to the bench and disappeared around a corner. I opened The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn and read the next passage by lantern light.
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    Many years ago, the island of Harsu was a mighty empire, for the land was rich with gems and precious metals mined from caverns deep and vast. It was the center of trade of the three seas, and everyone who lived there was wealthy beyond reckoning. For more generations than anyone could count, Harsu had been ruled by the Malamud dynasty, with the firstborn son inheriting the kingdom from his father. The Malamuds lived in the grand Jade Palace on the eastern shore of Harsu in the center of the town of Shafara.


    The dynasty’s line remained unbroken until Sultan Karak Malamud and his wife, Queen Nephu, found themselves without a son. They had a daughter, Zenobia, but Nephu could not conceive any more children. Only a male could rule as sultan, and therefore Zenobia could not sit upon the throne. Whomever Zenobia married would become the sultan, and she would be his consort.


    If the Malamuds could not produce a son, the dynasty would be broken for the first time in five centuries, and a different royal family would take their place. News of the barren Queen Nephu traveled across all the island nations while Harsu was on the brink of war. Royal families would take control of Harsu by marriage or by force.


    Many leagues to the south of the Jade Palace, across the harsh desert sands, lay the lush, mysterious Niman Jungle. Dense trees covered half of the island of Harsu, a stark contrast to the arid northern region. Within the Niman Jungle lived the Witch Queen, a dark and powerful enchantress, in her stone pyramid temple.


    The Witch Queen was feared for her magic and her gift of prophecy. Even though her power was great, she seemed to have little interest in the world beyond her jungle home. When she had arrived on the shores of Harsu, the entire island was a desert. The Witch Queen used her magic to grow Niman Jungle, and her daughters, the dreaded harpies, built her temple. Thick barabond trees, never before seen on the island, grew outward from the temple in a matter of weeks. Within the dense foliage, all manner of creatures appeared—even the dreaded drop snakes. Most people who entered never returned, and so the jungle was thought to be cursed. An uneasy treaty was formed—no one from Shafara would enter the Niman Jungle, and the Witch Queen would leave the desert region for the Malamuds to rule.


    In an act of desperation, Sultan Karak violated the treaty and sent an armed battalion to ask her to use her magic to help his wife bear a son.
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    Tully’s neighing shocked me from slumber. My book was lying open beside me to the page I was reading.


    “Come on, ye old nag,” said a voice near the front of the wagon. “Ye be a good girl and come with me.”


    The wagon lurched, and I banged my head on the back of the bench. Even though my mom had told me not to talk to strangers, she’d also told me to protect the wagon.


    “Let me just release this buckle, and then ye can come home with me.”


    I stood up from my bed with my fists on my hips. “You get away from Tully! She’s my horse. You better back off.”


    I picked up a leather crop from the bench since it was the only weapon handy. I waved it at the two men standing before the wagon, but they stared at me, unimpressed. I was tall for a thirteen-year-old boy, and my arms and legs looked like sticks. I was strong but not muscular.


    The two men were filthy and wore tattered clothing. The taller of the two held Tully’s reins, and the smaller, portly man was unhooking Tully from the wagon.


    “Look at what we have here,” said the taller man. “It’s a young cub.”


    Both men laughed, showing their rotten, black teeth.


    “You get away from her right now. My mom and . . . and . . . dad will be back any minute. You better leave before they get back, or you’ll get a whipping!” Standing tall with my arms crossed, I glared down at the men.


    “Is that so?” said the portly man as he loosened the buckle on Tully’s yoke. “I very much doubt we will be troubled, cub. Your mum’s not comin’ back.”


    Tully bucked in an attempt to get away from the men, and the movement made me plop down hard on the bench.


    “What do you mean, my mom’s not coming back? How do you know my mom?” I asked, scrambling to stand.


    The portly man grinned with his broken, black teeth. Something was wrong—very wrong. Seagulls cawed high above in the blue sky, signaling morning was well underway. Had I been reading for that long? My heart pounded hard in my chest. Where was Mom? She should have been back already.


    Tully was loose from her yoke, and the tall man pulled her reins hard. Tully tried to rear back, but she was too old and weak to make much of a fuss.


    “Ah, ye old nag,” the tall man said. “Ye won’t be worth much at market, but maybe a butcher will take ye and sell ye fer dog food.” Both men cackled.


    “Listen,” the portly man said, “be a good lad and hand us yer bags from the wagon there. Yer coming with us. We may make some coin, after all.”


    “I’m not some dull boy—you can’t boss me around. You need to hook Tully back up this instant . . . or . . . or . . .”


    “Or what?” mocked the portly man. “Listen here, ye whelp, ye don’t understand what I’m sayin’. Either ye come down here with yer bags, or I’ll come up there, and then we’ll see how well ye swim.”


    The tall man led Tully away in the same direction mom had gone hours before. The portly man grunted as he pulled himself onto the bench and reached for me. But I was a wild animal on fire. I rushed the short, round man while swinging with my crop, catching him by surprise. He toppled but then regained his balance. He grabbed the crop with one hand, tugging hard, then he drew back his other hand to hit me. But there was a loud crack, and he slumped over the bench.


    Standing behind the unconscious thief was a man dressed all in black. His beard had a braid in the center held by a gold ring pushed up to his chin, and he wore a gold-and-red sash as a belt tied around his long coat, which was trimmed with silver buttons. On his head was a tri-corner hat with a single white plume. He clutched the handle of a busted oar.


    “Ye must be Master Max. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Cornelius Cinn—captain of the Saucy Pig—at your service.” Cinn took off his hat briefly and bowed.


    I stood paralyzed.


    “Yer Max . . . Max Daybreaker, right?” asked Cinn as he straightened and took a step closer.


    “Uh, yes, sir. But my mom . . . she told me not to talk to strangers.”


    “Yes, yes. Sage advice. Yer mom is a very sharp woman, Master Max,” he said, looking around. “Might ye know where she be?”


    Before I could answer, I heard Tully nicker. The tallest and most powerful-looking man I had ever seen approached with Tully in tow. He wore a thick leather tunic, and his britches looked to be made from waxed sailcloth. He had a bald head, and his skin was the color of moonless midnight. He stood a good foot taller than Captain Cinn and was covered in thick muscles that looked like taut rope. I backed up in the wagon a bit and searched for anything I could use to protect myself.


    “Oh, good show, Piers, good show. Any problems?”


    “No, Captain,” Piers replied in a deep, rich voice.


    “Well, Max, yer safe, and we have yer horse. Now, where be ye mother?” Cinn asked.


    “You know my mom?” I squinted at Cinn. How could such a strange man know my ordinary mother?


    “Aye. She was supposed to meet me at the Grog Blossom hours ago. A dreadful place that be. Their food is bland, makin’ me wonder if they cut old potatoes to look like fish. Awful, don’t ye think?”


    “I don’t know. I’ve never eaten there,” I replied.


    “Of course ye haven’t. That’s no place for a young boy. It’s full of all kinds of rogues, even . . . pirates.” Cinn grinned, showing his pearly-white teeth with a top front tooth capped in gold.


    “Pirates, yes . . . Mom mentioned pirates. She said we were going to sail on a pirate ship.”


    “She’d be correct. The Saucy Pig is the terror of the high seas, lad.”


    I stepped off the wagon for a closer look at Cinn. “So, you’re a Spice Pirate?” I asked, looking him over.


    “Aye, but don’t say that so loud,” whispered Captain Cinn. “I’ve a reputation to keep in these parts. I can’t be seen helping boys and their ponies. Why I’d be a laughingstock.”


    I bristled, puffing up to show I wasn’t some little kid. I was almost fourteen, and though I didn’t have a beard yet, I was practically a man.


    “I don’t know how much help I can be. Mom told me to wait for her, then she left. I knew I should have gone with her. She was meeting with a . . . Well, I guess she was meeting you. But that was hours ago when the sun was still down.”


    Tears clouded my vision, and so I squeezed my eyes shut. The strange sensation I had felt earlier returned—a pressure under my ribs, except this time heat rose through the center of my body. It was as if I’d stepped out of the shade into direct sunlight—waves of energy pulsed through my arms and legs. My fear of losing my mother became desperate anger.


    I opened my eyes to see Captain Cinn gripping his throat. His eyes were red and bulging, and his skin started turning a muddy purple.


    “What . . . What’s happening?” Captain Cinn gasped. Piers slipped an arm around the captain and supported his sagging weight.


    “Are you all right?” I asked. Heat drained from my body, and I felt instantly cold and sick to my stomach. Cinn took in a deep breath, and his color turned to a pale pink.


    “Captain, are you okay?” Piers asked in a concerned tone.


    The captain held up his hand and brushed his jacket. “I’m fine. Just fine. I haven’t eaten a proper meal, is all. Ye know how I can get when I haven’t eaten in a few hours. I get all lightheaded and cranky.”


    I felt queasy and leaned against the wagon. After a few deep breaths, the sick feeling passed.


    There was a moaning sound from the wagon.


    “Where is the other one?” Cinn asked.


    “I tied him in an alley near the Grog Blossom,” replied Piers.


    “Aye. If this boy doesn’t know where Bettina is, I bet those two know somethin’—and I intend to find out what it be. We need to be finding Bettina and sail soon. The Pig is too exposed in the harbor,” said Cinn.


    “I’m coming with you.” I hooked Tully back to the wagon.


    “Let me be clear, Master Max. Yer mom promised me something precious for providing safe passage, and I intend to collect that payment. First, we need to find her, and so I suppose that means ye should be comin’ with us, but ye must do exactly as I say without question.”


    “I will. I promise.” I was unsure about making deals with Spice Pirates, but I was following Mom’s lead since she was the one who’d booked a passage with them.


    Every time Dad left port, he made me promise to take care of Mom. Before he left two months ago, I’d made that promise again. Mom was missing, and I had failed in my duty.


    My only other family was Uncle Einon. He had a leather shop on the other side of the docks, but I didn’t like him very much. He had been anything but friendly to me. The terrible scar stretching across his cheek only added to his unpleasantness. He’d never liked my dad and insisted I needed more discipline—that I was too weak.


    But I wasn’t weak. I would find the courage to find my mom, and if that meant joining with Spice Pirates, then that is what I would do.


    My dad had told me tales of Spice Pirates, who were the bane of the Spice Guild. They attacked guild ships, stole their cargo, and then sold the spices at the floating market. They lived their life on the three seas but had no island to call home.


    “Pirates live by a code, Max,” my dad had said. “Even though they are thieves, they don’t violate their code. If they give their word, they keep it, or risk being banished.”


    None of those stories mentioned pirates helping kids find their parents. Cinn seemed most interested in getting paid by Mom, although I could not fathom what she had promised them. We lived a simple life and did not have much of value—especially to a Spice Pirate.


    I needed to find Mom, and then when we sailed with Captain Cinn, we could find Dad. My parents depended on me, and these pirates were my best chance of finding them.

  


  
    Chapter Two



    Piers picked up the unconscious thief lying over the bench and threw him into the back of the wagon like a bag of grain. He hooked Tully to her yoke, and Cinn and I followed him into a blind alleyway next to the Grog Blossom. In the early afternoon, there weren’t many patrons in the streets.


    Mom always avoided this part of the docks because of its dangerous reputation. Screams were as common as the caws of sea birds. The thieves’ hands and legs were tied to the cart. Piers stood like a hulking statue at the end of the alley with his arms crossed.


    “Master Max, ye have nuttin’ to fear from Piers,” said Captain Cinn, as if reading my anxiety. “He’s a pussycat caught in a lion’s body. He loves kids, trust me. But he’s not too friendly with people who hurt kids.”


    “I’m not afraid.” I hoped the quiver in my voice didn’t betray me.


    “Well, then, let’s see what these hooligans have to say about yer mom, shall we?” said Cinn with a devilish grin.


    “What be yer names?” Cinn asked the thieves.


    The portly man spat on Captain Cinn’s boot.


    I stepped back a few feet. “That’s disgusting. What’s wrong with you?”


    The portly man only grinned. My stomach churned at the sight of his rotten teeth.


    “Come on,” prompted Cinn. “Is that any way to greet a fellow thief?”


    “Ha. Yer nuttin’ but a lice-ridden Spice Pirate. Yer nuttin’ like us in yer fancy pants. Ye know nuttin’ about life on the street like me and Slander does.”


    Slander frowned at his companion.


    “So yer silent partner here is named Slander, and who might ye be?” asked Cinn.


    “None of yer business.” And the portly man spat again, this time on Cinn’s other boot.


    I held a hand to my mouth. “Stop, that’s really gross.”


    “The boy has a point,” commented Cinn. “We can do this all day, and eventually, you are going to run out of spit.”


    “Igo . . . His name is Igo,” sputtered Slander.


    “Now, why would ye do somethin’ like that?” asked Igo.


    “You told him my name . . . I thought it only fair,” said Slander in a high-pitched voice. He had a long neck and a large throat apple. It jumped up and down when he talked.


    “Did ye now? Now he knows who we be,” said Igo.


    “Yer names mean little to me,” interrupted Cinn. “Other than that, ye had some cruel parents. Never mind any of that. Where be the woman?”


    I leaned in closer, though I hoped there’d be no more spitting; I hadn’t even had lunch yet.


    “What woman?” asked Igo.


    “You know what woman. You told me my mom wasn’t coming back,” I protested. “Why did you say that if you didn’t know who she was?”


    “I don’t know what yer talking about,” said Igo. Slander rolled his eyes but remained mute.


    “Are ye calling this boy a liar? Tsk, tsk . . . That won’t do,” said Cinn, and he put his hand inside his coat.


    “You aren’t going to . . . kill these men, are you?” I scanned Cinn’s coat for any bulges that could indicate he was hiding a weapon. Cinn merely smiled, and Igo and Slander pulled at their restraints.


    “I mean to do what I need to, Master Max. If it’s too much fer ye, then wait in the street.”


    “I can handle it,” I quickly replied. “You’ve heard ‘dead men tell no tales’? If you kill them, they won’t be able to tell us where my mom is.”


    The thieves grunted as they pulled against their ropes. Piers had tied expert knots that would have impressed my dad. These two weren’t going anywhere.


    “Okay, okay . . . we might know who yer talking about,” Igo said as he continued to try to wiggle his arms free. “We don’t know where she is, so let us go.”


    “We never intended on hurting the lad,” added Slander. “He’s a good boy. We was playing a game—that’s all.”


    “A game? Hmph,” said Piers from the end of the alley.


    “Ye told the boy his mom wasn’t returning. Now, where is she?” asked Cinn.


    Igo’s eyes darted around the alley. Cinn still had his hand in his coat. I hoped the men would tell us where mom was without requiring violence. I had read of battles in my books, but I wasn’t looking forward to seeing actual blood.


    “Ye seem like fine, upstanding gentlemen. I understand. Times are hard with the guild locking down trade,” said Cinn. “I mean, how can honest blokes like yerselves make a living? Ye saw the cart and the horse and thought that someone had abandoned them. Ye saw a way to make a few extra gold pieces. I, too, am an opportunist, and I’m like ye in a lot of ways. I take things that belong to others, and I often lie about it. The problem is, since I’m a professional thief and liar, I can tell when other people are lying to me.”


    The two thieves eyed one another nervously, but neither spoke.


    “I’m a fair man. Ask anyone I’ve killed. I gave each of them the chance to be honest and walk away,” Cinn continued. The men’s arms were raw from the friction of the ropes.


    “Please don’t kill them,” I blurted out. I had interrupted Cinn twice, and he was frowning at me.


    “Listen to the boy,” said Igo.


    “This is yer lucky day because I don’t intend on dispatching ye in front of this young lad,” said Cinn with a hint of sarcasm. “Something like that could mark his very soul and become a burden to him in life. No, ye will tell me what I need to know without the need fer blood. Are ye ready to talk?”


    I sighed a breath of relief, but Cinn still had his hand inside his jacket. Slander nodded, but Igo growled at his companion. Slander immediately shook his head no.


    “Pity.” Cinn pulled out a small leather bag, and he tied a white linen cloth across his nose and mouth.


    “Are ye carrying any water?” Cinn asked me.


    I pulled out a bucket of water we always packed for Tully to drink.


    “Put it down there in front of them and then stand back, Master Max.”


    I dutifully did as I was told and stood slightly behind Cinn. He pulled on a soft leather glove, and onto it, he poured some red powder from the small bag. He stared at the thieves, unblinking, the pile of red powder held before him. No one moved a muscle as Cinn stared the men down.


    “What . . . what is that you’ve got there?” asked Slander in a high-pitched voice that cracked a little.


    “Oh, this? I traded some blocks of blue salt for this down in Tyreen. Did ye know they grow the hottest peppers in the three seas? This one is called Uko. Not even the Spice Guild deals in Uko because of its heat. It’s too hot even for me to eat, and I assure ye, gentlemen, that is a big deal.”


    I had never heard of Uko, but it didn’t seem like anything I wanted to taste. I backed up even farther so I wouldn’t accidentally breathe in any of it.


    “Wha . . . what do you intend to do with that?” Slander asked, his voice cracking even more.


    “Nuthin’, if ye two tells me what ye did with this lad’s mother,” replied Cinn.


    “Ah, yer bluffin’,” said Igo.


    Cinn blew the powder into the faces of the two thieves. When they tried to scream, they inhaled the powder and instantly gasped for air. Cinn picked up the bucket and threw some of the water into the thieves’ faces. He allowed the men to drink some of the water and get their breath back.


    “Again, now—from the beginning,” Cinn said.


    Slander was sobbing and couldn’t make a coherent sentence.


    “Shut yer mouth, ye blubberin’ baby, I’ll talk fer the both of us,” Igo said. “I don’t want any more of that fire powder in my face.” Igo’s eyes were red and puffy, and each breath he took sounded like agony.


    Slander nodded and continued to sob quietly.


    “Yer a real nasty piece of work, ye know?” Igo said.


    “I do hear that more often than I like. I’m a likable bloke if ye get to know me better. Just ask Piers here.” Cinn smiled with his perfect, pearly-white teeth.


    “You are an absolute angel, all the men say so,” said Piers in a dull tone.


    “Now, Piers, ye don’t sound sincere when ye say that,” Cinn replied.


    “Tell us!” I was losing my patience. “By the mercy of the six sea gods, tell us where my mother is!”


    “I will tell ye what ye want to know, but then ye must let us go,” stated Igo defiantly.


    “Yer in no position to make demands, but . . . on the thieves’ code, if I feel ye have told me the truth, I will set ye free.” Cinn gave Igo another sip of water and then nodded to him to begin. Watching the men inhale the Uko was tough. I had an impulse to run through the docks and yell for my mom—I just wanted this to end.


    “Last night, we were meetin’ with some of the fellas at the Grog Blossom. Spice Guild guardsmen walked in, and we knew there’d be trouble,” explained Igo. “Occasionally, they come in and throw around their coin when they’re in town. Always acting superior-like. These men were ordering the tavern keeper and maids around all night. They were goin’ on about this woman and how important she was. This caught our attention, and so we sat a little closer.”


    “Did they say it was my mom?” I leaned in closer, and my pulse quickened.


    “I don’t know. They were lookin’ for a woman and were havin’ trouble finding her. They were asking around the tavern. If anyone knew who she be, no one spoke a word.”


    “Did they say her name?” Cinn asked.


    “I think they called her Betty or Trina something . . .,” said Igo.


    I gasped. “You mean Bettina? Bettina Daybreaker?”


    “Yeah, that be it,” said Igo. “She was travelin’ with some low-down Spice Pirate named Cinn.”


    “Ah. Yer warming me heart with such compliments.” Cinn placed his hand on his heart. “Now get on with it.”


    “Before too long, there was an argument betwixt the tavern keeper and the guards,” continued Igo. “The guardsmen refused to pay. Tables were overturned, and swords were drawn. That’s when he came in.” Igo’s eyes went wide.


    “When who came in?” prompted Cinn.


    “He was dressed in these white clothes with blue trim . . .,” Slander began.


    “Hush your mouth, I told ye! I’m tellin’ this story,” Igo said. “He had bright, silver-stitched cloth wrapped around his head, and in the middle was the biggest aquamarine I’ve ever seen. The guards immediately snapped to attention. The man barked out orders, and them guards almost tripped over each other tryin’ to get out of the door.”


    “Was the man wearin’ a sword?” asked Cinn.


    “Yes, he had this big curved thing with a gold hilt. I suppose it was that sword that kept most of the men at the Blossom from slitting his throat and taking that jewel he was prancing around with.”


    “Abad,” Cinn cursed. “What did he say? Come on, tell us. . .” Cinn dumped more Uko onto his gloved hand and held it toward the thieves.


    “No need for any of that fire powder,” said Igo. “He didn’t say nuttin’. He told the men to get back to the ship and be ready to sail by mornin’. So, me and Slander, we figured we would find this woman first. Maybe get some ransom for her from the man with the aquamarine. We was sure he’d pay.”


    “We was cheated.” Slander coughed and gagged again.


    “Don’t let me tell ye again—this is my tale!” said Igo. He took a big breath and repeated dramatically, “We was cheated. We were on the street and saw a lady walking toward the Grog Blossom. We were sure it be her. She matched the description the guards had given in the tavern, so we knew she be the one.”


    “What did you do to her?” I demanded. My fists were clenched, and my heart was thumping hard in my chest.


    “Before we could reach her, uh . . . a shadow-thing grabbed her, and poof. She was gone. Just like that.” Slander awkwardly snapped his fingers under his restraints.


    “A shadow-thing? What was it?” Cinn asked.


    “I don’t know how else to describe it. It was human-shaped, but I couldn’t see any face.” Slander visibly shivered. “We rushed to the spot where she’d been, but there was nuttin’.”


    “What did you do to her?” I grabbed Igo by his collar. “You’re lying. Tell the truth! Where is she?” A strong hand tightened on my shoulder and pulled me away. I turned and saw Piers looming over me, and I gulped.


    “It’s okay—let the captain handle this,” Piers said in a calm voice. I stepped back from Igo, even though I wanted to hit him.


    “We be tellin’ the truth,” insisted Igo. “Slander and I figured that we had been double-twixted. We went down to the docks to look for the ship from Harsu. We was going to demand our ransom. We deserved it, but the ship was already sailing away. Spittin’ mad, we was.”


    “Spittin’,” Slander added. I prayed the spitting wouldn’t start again. I wasn’t sure my stomach could handle it.


    Igo eyed Slander with a hateful glance. “Since she was travelin’, we figured she might have her belongings somewhere close. Then we came across this abandoned cart, ye see. Ye understand the thieves’ code. We keep what we find. We was cheated once, and now ye are trying to cheat us again. If ye let us have the horse and wagon, we’ll be on our way. It is our right.” Igo’s smile was defiant and hideous.


    Cinn laughed, and the two thieves laughed nervously with him at first and then laughed in earnest.


    Cinn stopped laughing abruptly. “Yer right. Ye do deserve something.” Cinn drew back his arm as if to strike the man. Heat flared inside me suddenly.


    “Enough!” I shouted. “They told you what you wanted. Can we please go? Hurting them now won’t help us find my mom.”


    Cinn’s balled fist froze in midair, ready to strike. His expression changed to one of confusion before he dropped it, looking at the ground as he took in a few big breaths.


    “Dump them,” Cinn said in a curt tone. Piers untied the men from the cart but left the bindings on their feet and ankles. He dropped their bodies in the puddle made from Tully’s water bucket. They landed with a wet splash. Captain Cinn reached into his coat and produced two tentacle-like plants.


    “When ye get yerself untied, chew some of that plant. It’ll stop the burning in yer mouth and throat,” Cinn instructed. “Wipe what’s left of the plant on yer face and put some up yer nose. We never met, and ye won’t repeat this story to anyone—savvy?”


    Both men nodded silently.


    I boarded the cart with the pirates, and we turned Tully back into the street out of the alley. I tried to understand what had just happened.


    “You mentioned Abad . . . Is that Prince Abad, the sultan’s son? I read about him in my book.” Our cart passed by busy shops, where shopkeepers were hawking their wares while entertainers were busking.


    “Aye,” was all that Cinn replied.


    “What about that shadow? Do you know anything about that?” I asked.


    “I’m not sure what those men were talking about, but I believe they be telling the truth. They were probably drinkin’ and thought they saw some creature. I have a better plan than chasing shadows.”


    “What is that?” I asked.


    “We catch us a prince,” said Cinn as we turned toward the harbor.

  


  
    Chapter Three



    After dropping Tully and our wagon at my uncle Einon’s leather shop, we made our way on foot to the harbor. The smells of fresh-caught fish and the salty air made me anxious to get on the Saucy Pig and begin our chase.


    “Wait, wait. Please!” The bag mom had packed for me, thumped against my leg. By the weight of it, I was sure it was everything I owned. Piers carried mom’s bulky bags, but it didn’t seem to bother the giant in the least. Cinn strode at a brisk pace without the hindrance of bags. The Saucy Pig’s billowing sails became visible ahead, and I pushed myself to move more quickly.


    “Try to keep up. We have no time to lose,” Cinn said over his shoulder. “If ye are to be me cabin boy, ye must learn to make haste.”


    “Cabin boy?” I asked.


    “Of course. How else did ye plan to pay for this rescue? Ye must work it off, and we have plenty of decks for ye to swab.”


    “Yes, sir. I would be honored, sir,” I said.


    “Brilliant,” Cinn said. “Now, move faster.”


    “I’m trying. My legs are shorter than yours, and this pack is heavy,” I complained.


    The captain chuckled. “I suppose it is. You look a bit pale and frail. A few weeks at sea will change that. We must not let Abad have too much of a head start. If they land before us in Harsu, things will become harder. Much harder.”


    The closer we got to the Saucy Pig, the more conflicted I became about telling Cinn about my condition. He had a right to know, and if anything went wrong, he needed to know what to do to help me.


    “My dad travels to Harsu all the time, but he never let me sail with him. The closest I ever got was a ride around the harbor and back. All because of my skin rash. I never go anywhere.”


    “Rash?” asked Cinn.


    “When my skin becomes cold, it gets all these itchy bumps. It can happen even when I get out of the water, and a breeze cools my body. If it gets bad, I have a hard time breathing.”


    Cinn paused a moment, and I was able to catch up. “I’m sure after some good sea air and a decent meal or two ye’ll be right as rain. I trust ye can handle this—ye are, after all, the son of one of the guild’s finest captains, right?”


    My chest swelled with pride. “Yes, sir!”


    “Then make your parents proud and learn how to be a real sailor!”


    Cinn resumed his pressing pace, and with a little more pep in me, I stayed close. I could handle this trip. I had dreamed so long of riding aboard a vessel, relying on the tides and my mates to sail to the next port.


    As we neared the end of the dock, I could see that the Saucy Pig was even more magnificent up close than I had imagined. The sails were pristine white and made a flapping sound like a beating heart in the afternoon breeze. It sounded as though the ship was anxious to reach the open sea.


    An oversized captain’s cabin sat on the stern of the ship. Light reflected from the cavernous windows in a blinding beam. Red and gold paint trimmed the ship’s three decks, and below I reckoned there were three more levels for the crew and cargo. A large pig with an apple in its mouth was affixed as the figurehead on the bow.


    The Saucy Pig was glorious and made most of the guild ships I had seen seem dull and lifeless. My mouth gaped in awe.


    “Impressive, eh, Master Max?”


    “It’s so big.” I blinked a couple of times to make sure it was real.


    “We carry a lot of cargo aboard the ol’ Pig, and sometimes we are on the sea for weeks. The Pig is our home, lad. Learn to respect her, and she’ll respect you,” Cinn told me as we made our way up the gangplank.


    Shouts came from everywhere on the ship. “Captain on deck!”


    The deck was made of smooth, tan wood, and it was clean, as were the pirates moving about the ship. They wore bright colors—reds, oranges, and yellows. Each pirate had his own style. Some tied long sashes about their waists, while others wrapped scarves around their heads. Most of the pirates adorned themselves with some sort of gold ring, earring, or bracelet. Everyone had a smile and sang while they worked. My image of pirates was destroyed.


    “Piers, let’s get Saucy moving,” Cinn said. “If we intend to intercept the prince’s ship, we need to do it with haste. The prince’s ship is fast, but the Saucy Pig is faster. Time to catch the wind.”


    “Yes, Captain,” Piers rumbled. He cupped his hand and shouted, “You heard the captain, you salty dogs. All hands on deck! We sail in five ticks.”


    Men boiled up from the decks below like someone had poked a stick into an anthill. Ropes were pulled, and men shouted at one another to heave and ho.


    “You will be staying with me in my cabin. Usually, a cabin boy stays below with the rest of the crew, on the floor, or in a hammock—if he’s lucky. But I owe yer mom, and so I will make this one exception. That does not mean you’ll be getting any other special treatment. This is merely business, nothing more. Ye’ll keep my cabin clean, and ye’ll help me in any way I see fit—savvy?”


    “Yes, Captain,” I replied and made a quick salute.


    “Good. Piers, have his mother’s bags stored below.”


    “What are your orders for the men, sir?” asked Piers.


    “Set sail immediately, while the wind and tide favor us. We need to reach the Golden Viper by morning’s light and surprise him.”


    “Yes, Captain.” Piers shouted at the other men again to get moving.


    “Isn’t the Golden Viper the sultan’s warship?” I asked. As impressive as the Saucy Pig was, I was unsure how it would fare against a war vessel.


    “Aye, but after Sultan Ubu established his rule over the three seas, he did not have use of the Viper, so he gave it to his son, Prince Abad.”


    “Is it true that the Viper was a gift to the sultan from the Witch Queen?”


    Cinn’s eyes became wide. “Aye, you know yer history, boy.”


    I pulled The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn from my pack and handed it to Cinn. He flipped through the pages.


    “Where did you get this?” he asked, never taking his eyes off the book.


    “My dad gave it to me. It . . . He gave it to me . . . the last time I saw him.”


    I tried hard not to tear up. I was a cabin boy aboard a pirate ship—I had to be tough as steel and prove to the pirates that I belonged.


    Cinn handed my book back. “That is an extraordinary book, indeed. I have never seen anything like it.”


    “I thought it was a common book.”


    “There is nothing common about that book, Master Max. That binding is expertly done, and the script is unlike any I’ve seen. That may be one of a kind.”


    I ran my finger over the embossed spine. The letters were painted in gold leaf on tanned calf leather, and the cover was smooth under my touch. I tucked it back into my bag as we reached Cinn’s cabin. When he opened the door, I gasped in wonder.


    A large iron stove with a pipe that poked through the ceiling filled the room. Behind the stove, large bay windows bathed the room in bright yellow sunshine. There was a closed door on each side of the room. A table and a few chairs appeared to be the only furniture. Cabinets lined the walls, and dried plants hung from the ceiling. The cabin resembled a kitchen rather than the quarters of a sea captain.


    A pungent smell made my nose wrinkle. It lacked the odor of sweat and dirty men—as one might expect on a pirate vessel—and instead, it had the floral scent of spices and herbs. Some of the cabinets didn’t have doors and were filled with clay canisters, each labeled differently; black pepper, snake tongue root, rosemary, and dragon’s tooth were just a few of the names I could make out.


    “Are you sure you’re pirates?” I asked.


    “What makes ye ask that, Master Max?”


    “Well, your men are so clean,” I said. “I always thought pirates spent their life on the sea and were smelly and dirty. And then there is this cabin—it looks more like my mom’s kitchen.”


    “Yer mom would die to have a kitchen like mine,” Cinn chuckled. “I do demand that my crew is very, very clean. We procure special cargo for very picky buyers. It can’t carry the taint of dirt, sweat, or even a single hair, or it will be rejected.”


    I furrowed my brow. “Why do you steal spices from the guild?”


    “Did I say steal? No, I said procure.”


    “Is there a difference?”


    “One word sounds much nicer than the other,” Cinn said with a wide grin. “The guild only allows the wealthiest houses in the three seas to buy spices. Unless a house joins the guild, pays their ridiculous prices, and pays bribes to captains who distribute the spices, they can’t get their hands on even a grain of salt. We are providing a service because bland food is a crime. Without spice, food is nuthin’ more than tasteless horse feed. I believe in giving anyone with a little coin a tastier life.”


    “No disrespect, Captain Cinn, but my dad never takes bribes.” My dad was an honest, hardworking man. We lived a modest life on a farm—not a fancy one.


    “I know yer dad, and I agree with ye, Master Max. Yer father is a dear friend and an extraordinary man of high moral character.”


    “Wait—you know my dad? But how? You’re a . . .” I didn’t want to insult Captain Cinn but couldn’t think of another way to describe him.


    “Yes, I’m a pirate, and it would seem that yer dad and I wouldn’t be friends, but we are. I can’t say more, as it is his story to tell, not mine.”


    I nodded. My mind flipped topsy-turvy with each new thing I learned.


    “I know ye must be hungry, and once we’re underway, I will cook a meal for us ye will not soon forget. In those cabinets and drawers, I keep my most precious spices. I love to try new food and spice combinations. Me crew is me tasters. They always say they love what I cook, but I can’t be sure if they are being honest or are worried that I might throw them overboard. As my cabin boy, ye will learn how to cook properly.”


    I could become a pirate chef. This day was getting better. “Mom lets me add honey to my porridge and sometimes stir the rabbit stew.”


    Cinn made a face like he had swallowed a bug.


    “Are you feeling all right, sir? You look like you’re getting sick.”


    “Master Max, there will be no rodent stew here. Ye will learn to cook food fit for human consumption. Can ye handle a knife without cutting yourself?”


    “My dad taught me how to skin a squirrel, but he said I was too young to have a knife of my own.” At the mention of squirrel, Cinn made a slight gagging sound. He’d never had my mom’s stew, was all. I would have Mom cook it for him sometime; he would change his mind. I was sure of it.


    “Stop with the rat talk. There will be no rodents on the menu, Master Max. Have ye ever had a decent meal?”


    “I love Mom’s cooking!” I said defensively. “Even if she burns the beans a bit, I eat them all the same. That’s how I know she loves me, by how she cooks.”


    “Sadly, I must confess, I’ve never had the pleasure of yer mom’s cooking, but I’m sure it’s delightful. I didn’t mean to offend. I’m passionate about food. I will teach ye to cook so you can cook for her when we find her.”


    I held my head up. “I would like that very much.”


    “Ye will have the room over there.” Cinn pointed at the closed door on the right side of the cabin. “There is a small bed in there and a place to put your belongings. Don’t touch the other jars and bowls. They have food in them. That is my pantry, so hands off, savvy?” Cinn said sternly.


    “Yes, Captain . . . sir.”


    “There is a jug of water and a basin in that cabinet over there. Wash up, especially yer hands. I need help cutting the vegetables.” I hurried to my new quarters and did exactly as the captain instructed. The room was small, but it did have a couple of porthole windows to let in some light. There was a tiny hammock, and I imagined swinging in it and looking out the window at the stars as we sailed.
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    The captain was right—it was the best meal I had ever tasted. The chicken Cinn prepared had seven different herbs and spices baked into it. On the side were carrots, potatoes, and a purple vegetable called eggplant. The vegetables were heavily salted and covered in oil before they were put into the coal oven. I wasn’t sure of the eggplant because it didn’t look or taste like any egg I had ever eaten. We washed it down with a light-tasting apple cider. For dessert, the captain pulled out a lemon cake.


    “In Tyreen, there is a baker who has a little bakery outside the main market district. He makes many fine pasties, but nothing compares to this lemon cake,” explained Cinn as he cut generous slices. “I’ve offered the baker any spice he wished for the recipe for this cake. He has always refused, saying it belonged to his family. I’ve told him that the recipe will die with him because he has no children, and his response has always been, ‘If that is the Six Gods’ wish, then that is the way it will be.’ Fortunately, he is not an old or sickly man, so maybe he’ll outlive me, and I will never miss having his lemon cake.”


    The cake tasted like sunshine on the beach, with a light and airy texture. The lemon was tart and fresh and balanced with the sugar’s sweetness in a perfect combination. Each bite was more divine than the previous one.


    “This is the best cake I’ve ever tasted,” I said between bites. I ate it as fast as I could stuff it in my mouth. If Mom had been there, she would have scolded me. I could practically hear her saying, Chew your food. Your stomach doesn’t have teeth.


    “Correction, Master Max. It may be the best cake ye ever will taste,” Cinn said as he ate his piece slowly, savoring each bite.


    The Saucy Pig had already been sailing for a couple of hours, and as we finished our dessert, I watched the sun melt into the horizon. The food and the ship’s gentle rocking made me sleepy, but I had so many questions. I suppressed a yawn and pushed back my empty plate.


    “Ye can have another piece if ye like, Master Max. Alas, the cake does not keep long. By the morrow, it won’t be moist, and it will become hard and moldy. Another reason I need that recipe.”


    “I couldn’t eat another bite, sir.” I patted my belly. “That was the most food I’ve ever eaten in one meal, but I couldn’t help myself. Everything tasted so good.”


    “That is the magic of spice, my lad,” Cinn chuckled. “Now comes the fun part. Ye must help me clean these dishes.”


    We took all the dishes and pots we used to cook in a large basin. Cinn filled it with water and sprinkled in some powder, which foamed a bright green color. We used ocean sponges to scrub and clean.


    “Why would the prince want to take my mom?” I asked as I scrubbed one of the pots. “My dad is a respected captain in the guild fleet. Sometimes Mom would use some spice for cooking that Dad brought home from his trips. Mom would wink at me and say it was our little secret.”


    Captain Cinn chuckled, and I tensed.


    “We only used a little. I’m sure Dad paid for it, and sometimes he would get a small spice allowance—we aren’t Spicers or anything.”


    “No judgment from me, lad. I believe everyone should have access to spice. As fer yer question of why the prince may have taken yer mom, I’ve no answer. We need to put these dishes away, and ye will need some sleep. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow, for sure.”


    I placed dishes in the various nooks around the cabin. Cinn added coal to the stove, and the room warmed quickly. He put a cast-iron kettle on top and heated some cream, to which he added shavings from a brown block. He kept the cream and the brown block in a box with what appeared to be a block of blue-tinged ice. With the hilt of his knife, Cinn scraped powder from a cinnamon twig over the hot concoction.


    “What’s this?” It smelled sweet with a hint of something else I couldn’t identify.


    “That, my boy, is hot chocolate,” Cinn grinned.


    I shrugged.


    “Please, Master Max, tell me ye have tasted chocolate before!” Cinn’s eyebrows rose to the brim of his hat.


    “I’ve heard of chocolate, but we could never afford to buy any . . .” I took a sip, and the taste was sweet and bitter at the same time. There was a hint of spicy hot on the tip of my tongue. “But this is delicious. Thank you.”


    “Oh, my lad, you’ve so many new foods to taste,” Cinn commented. “All right, time for bed, Master Max.”


    “Thank you for everything, Captain Cinn,” I said. “You have gone out of your way to help me, and I will never forget that.”


    “Don’t thank me yet, lad. Finding yer mother will be a lot easier than rescuing her from Prince Abad.”
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    Once I settled into my hammock, I dimmed my lantern and peered out the porthole—but it was solid black. I pulled out The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn and flipped to the page that mentioned Prince Abad.


    The Djinn Wars raged on for five years before Ubu was able to use his power to subdue the Djinn. His power came from the Witch Queen herself, and young Ubu was able to use a spell to seal the three Djinn into brass lamps. The lamps were sent to the farthest reaches of the three seas and hid away for eternity.


    Now that the Djinn—the scourge of the three seas—were gone, no one sat upon the throne in the Jade Palace. The kings and regents, those from the various island nations who had threatened to take Harsu by force or by marriage before the Malamuds were transformed into the hideous Djinn, loaded ships full of what was left of their decimated armies and made a move to take control. Whoever ruled Harsu ruled the three seas.


    Ubu had been given magical power by the Witch Queen and was also a hero to those who lived in Harsu. He was just a boy from a nomadic tribe who had been chosen to fight the Djinn. Once the war was over, Ubu was alone. His parents had been killed, and his brother was transformed into a soldier in the Twilight Army.


    The Witch Queen had chosen Ubu to be her champion, and she had one last task for him. She could not allow another tyrannical leader to sit on the throne in the Jade Palace. The Witch Queen walked into the Jade Palace with Ubu and invited the warring leaders. She named him Sultan Ubu of Harsu and warned the other leaders not to try to take the throne, or they would witness the might of her power behind Ubu.


    I finished my hot chocolate, wrapped a blanket tightly around myself, and continued reading.


    For three hundred years, Sultan Ubu sat on the throne. He created the Spice Guild, and like many men with power, he became corrupted by it. The rich lords and ladies loved him because he provided spice and protection—all for the price of gold and unquestioned loyalty.


    Sultan Ubu did not age, and many believed it was because of the magic the Witch Queen had bestowed on him. Sultan Ubu had many wives, but none bore him children.


    One day, during his 250th year as Sultan, Ubu called the island kingdoms’ leaders to the Jade Palace for an announcement.


    When they arrived, there was a grand feast and celebration, although no one was sure of the occasion. At the end of the night, when he had everyone’s attention, Sultan Ubu stood with a baby swaddled in his arms—it was Prince Abad.


    The sultan said only that the boy’s mother had died in childbirth. He never mentioned her name or her lineage, but the message was clear. A new dynasty had begun to replace the Malamuds, who had reigned for thousands of years.


    Since the sultan was ageless, no one was sure he would ever die and need a son for succession. But the leaders smelled an opportunity to sit at the royal table by marrying their daughter to the infant son. Such a union would give their kingdom leverage and privilege over the others.


    I flipped a few pages ahead. There was not much more mention of Prince Abad other than that he became the bridge between the sultan and the Spice Guild. It did not explain why he would kidnap my mom. None of it made sense.


    I yawned and stretched. There was always tomorrow to figure out the answers that would hopefully help us find Mom. With my belly full of chocolate and the gentle rocking of the boat, I slipped into sleep.

  


  
    Chapter Four



    I fell out of the hammock when I heard Piers burst into the cabin and exclaim, “Captain, we have a problem. We lost sight of the Golden Viper.”


    I stood in the doorway of my small room and rubbed my eyes.


    “How is that possible?” Cinn stood up and almost knocked his drink off the table.


    “We followed from a safe distance,” replied Piers, “but then the lookout reported he could no longer see the lights from their ship.”


    “We’ve been spotted. Prepare the men—we may be in the midst of a trap. Sorry, Master Max. Hide here, and don’t leave the cabin. No matter what happens or what you hear, stay right here. I will lock it on my way out, so don’t open it for anyone. I’ve got the only key. You will be safe here.”


    I didn’t feel safe at all. My mouth was dry, and my heart pounded in my chest.


    “Yes, sir,” I replied. I scurried back into my room and shut the door. Below the hammock was a chest with some extra blankets. I emptied the chest, crawled in, and pulled the lid down—but left a crack to peek through. There was a rushing sound in my ears.


    “Please don’t find me . . . please don’t find me . . .” I felt trapped in the box for what seemed like an eternity. First, I heard shouts and scuffling, and then nothing. Nothingness scared me more than the screaming.


    In the silence, I imagined being on an abandoned ship adrift on the night sea. The image brought me out of my hiding place to investigate. Mom had always protected me by hiding me away from the world, and now I was in the thick of it.


    I held my breath, hoping to catch the sound of a footstep, a cough—anything that would indicate that someone was still on board. After a few minutes of silence, I opened the pantry door and peered into the large kitchen. Baskets of bread and fruit swayed as the boat gently rocked in the swells of the ocean. I walked toward the large window; its glass panels reflected firelight from the black cooking stove against the backdrop of a moonless night. I pressed my face against the window, and all I could see was an inky abyss.


    I placed my ear upon the cold wood of the cabin door and listened. There was the faintest sound of a soft material brushing against wood. The sound was so light and delicate that I couldn’t be sure I actually heard something. Oh, the suspense was killing me. I debated whether to follow Cinn’s orders or to open the door and try my luck. My curiosity won out. I couldn’t imagine anything on the other side of the door more terrible than the idea of being alone.


    Beyond the door, torches flickered from their mounts on the three large masts of the Saucy Pig. The light didn’t travel far, and it took a few blinks to adjust to the almost total darkness. Silhouettes of people surrounded me, but they didn’t move. Between these immobile, dark statues were other shadows moving quickly all over the ship. Some slipped silently to the decks below.


    At the helm stood two figures. One I made out as the captain because of his large hat with its single plume. The other figure stood close to the captain with a long, curved object between them.


    “Captain Cinn?” I cried out.


    “Ye foolish boy! I told ye to stay put! Ye—” Cinn’s speech was cut off in a puff of expelled air as the other figure struck Cinn in his midsection. Cinn fell to his knees.


    “I told you, Captain Cinn—remain silent while my men secure this ship, or you will pay the price. My father’s greatest desire is to have the pleasure of executing you himself, which is the only reason you are alive right now,” said the man looming over Cinn.


    “As the six sea gods are me witness,” Cinn spat, “ye’ll pay fer this, Abad!”


    A large hand grabbed me from behind. I tried to scream, but another hand quickly clamped over my mouth. The hands were strong, and no matter how much I wiggled to get loose, I couldn’t break free.


    There was a loud crash followed by men screaming and running from the decks below. The familiar smell of Uko powder filled my nose, and I immediately squeezed my eyes shut.


    “What is this?” The prince commanded.


    One of the men who had emerged from below sputtered and coughed. “Your majesty! We had secured all the men below, but one door was marked with a red jewel painted on it. Our men forced it open, and this powder erupted from above us. It’s burned our eyes and skin. Permission to return to our ship to wash this stuff off?”


    “Permission granted. However, make sure Cinn’s crew goes with you and put them in chains. My father will be proud to know we finally captured the famed Saucy Pig.”


    Cinn was laughing now.


    “What is so funny, Captain Cinn? You’re defeated.”


    “Am I? Yer men’s greed just got the best of them. They thought they were breaking into a treasure room. That is what is wrong with the people of Harsu—greed. Yer like rats that smell scraps of trash and will do anything to eat it, even though it might contain poison. Ye’ll eat and eat, and ye will die because of yer gluttony.”


    “What have you done?” The prince grabbed Cinn by his coat.


    “The burning they’re feeling is just the beginning. Washing it off won’t stop what is happening inside them now. The powder yer men inhaled is a deadly combination of highly poisonous plants. Soon yer men will become sick. They will vomit and vomit until there is nothing left but bile and blood. They’ll become weak, and soon they’ll be unable to move or even talk. And eventually, they’ll be unable to breathe.”


    With the speed of a cat, Prince Abad pinned Cinn against the forward mast with a sword pushed against his throat.


    “What sort of demon are you, Cinn?” Prince Abad seethed through clenched teeth.


    “I be no demon—only a man who is always one step ahead of ye,” said Cinn as he pushed the prince back a little. The prince lowered his sword slightly. Cinn brushed off his coat and continued, “I’m not totally heartless. The cure is hidden where ye’ll never find it. It’ll take far too long for yer men to rip apart the Pig to find it, but I’m willing to make ye a deal.”


    I tried to wriggle free again, but I might as well have been tied to a tree for the good it did me. My captor’s grip was like iron shackles. I couldn’t even turn my head to see who was holding me, but I assumed it was one of Abad’s men.


    “Let me go! Let me go.” I tried my hardest to break my captor’s grip, but it was useless.


    “What are your terms?” asked Abad.


    “First, ye will release my men and my ship. Give me the boy’s mother ye have kidnapped, and then I’ll give ye the antidote and be on me way. Don’t fret, Abad, ye’ll have another day to try to capture me.”


    The prince laughed so hard that he bent over and slapped his knee.


    “You think I will let you go, Cinn? The Spice Guild has a large bounty upon your head. But I’ve no need for more wealth. My bathtub is cast from solid gold. I respect the guild’s desire to try you and execute you, but I answer to a greater authority—my father. He wants to punish you himself. You’ll have to do better than that for a negotiation.”


    I wasn’t sure Cinn would convince the prince to let mom go, so I took matters into my own feet. I raised my foot high and stomped the inner part of my captor’s foot. The captor loosened his grip and reached with one hand for his foot. “Let me go!” I shouted.


    The guard immediately released me, and I spun to look at him. He stared at me with an odd expression, but not a muscle in his body moved. The heat from my belly rose, and I was afraid I might vomit. I clenched my fists and tried to will the burning sensation down. My skin prickled and itched.


    I stared hard at Prince Abad and said, “You took Mom, and I want her back. Let my friends go. You hear me?”


    “What?” Abad replied. He took a step or two forward, swaying, and I thought he might fall over. Abad had the same odd expression the guard did—a mix of confusion and perhaps pain. He moved his mouth a couple of times as he struggled to form his words. “I’ve no idea what you are talking about, lad,” he said slowly. “I don’t know your mother.”


    “Ah, but ye do, Prince,” injected Cinn. “That there be Bettina and Nicholas’s boy.”


    The prince’s hand hovered over the hilt of the long, curved sword fastened to his belt. His hand trembled as he tried to hold it up.


    “I . . . You . . .” Abad shook his head. “You’re Max? Young little Max?” The prince put his hand down by his side.


    “Yes, sir, and I would like my mom back now.” My voice cracked a little, and my legs threatened to collapse beneath me.


    “Come up here, Max, so that we may speak,” said Prince Abad. His speech was returning to normal.


    The heat ran out of me, and I pushed the sick feeling back down. Perhaps some of the poison from down below was affecting me. I peered at the guard who had held me, and he scowled back through thick eyebrows.


    I made my way up the stairs of the poop deck, but my legs were wobbly. I stood next to Cinn, and he put his hand on my shoulder.


    The prince looked me over a couple of times and said, “Listen, Max, I didn’t sail to Paradisi to hurt your mother. I was coming to save you and her from these . . . criminals. My spies had discovered that she was seeking passage to Sanctus aboard the Saucy Pig. Your mom and I have some . . . history. If she saw my men or me, she’d run. I thought if I worked through some locals, I might have the chance to talk some sense into her.”


    There were lies built upon secrets. My parents were becoming a mystery to me.


    “How do you know my mom? She never mentioned you.”


    “That, my boy, is a long story and not mine to tell.”


    Those words again. The story might be long, but no one was telling me what it was. When I found Mom, she would have some serious explaining to do. If she knew Prince Abad, why hadn’t she asked him for help finding Dad?


    My days of sitting at home, locked away, afraid of the world, were done. There were threats in the world, but not in a way I could have imagined. I wanted to know the truth—about myself, Mom, Dad, pirates, witches . . . all of it.


    “Mr. Prince, sir,” I pleaded. “If you don’t know where my mom is, please let Cinn and his crew go. I believe they can help me.”


    “I can’t let these pirates go, Max. Captain Cinn is a wanted criminal, and he poisoned my men. If I let you go now, they could die. Besides, my father would be most displeased. I promise not to harm you, nor the captain or his crew, while we are at sea. But once we dock in Harsu, they are under my father’s rule. Perhaps he’ll be merciful and throw them in prison rather than execute them on the spot.”


    “In the Spice Mines?” Cinn said. “You may as well kill us now—we will suffer a fate worse than death down there.”


    “Cinn, you need to give us that cure,” demanded Abad. “Don’t give me a reason to break a promise to Bettina’s boy.”


    “No offense, Your Highness,” Cinn gave a mock bow, “but yer word does not mean a whole basket of eels to me. I want ye to swear to protect Max and help him find his mother. Swear it, and when we reach the harbor in Harsu, I’ll give ye the antidote.”


    Cinn was trading his life and his men to protect me. I couldn’t understand why he would be willing to do that. I wanted to tell him not to make that deal, but I also wanted to find my mom. If Cinn could not help me, perhaps a person like Prince Abad could.


    “You leave me little choice. We have a bargain.” The two men spat on their palms and shook.


    Oh, the spitting again. This wasn’t something I thought I’d get used to.


    “Aye, Prince,” said Cinn. “You’d better be moving then because death waits for no man.”


    The prince whistled loudly three times, and it was as if the sun had decided to take a stroll at midnight. The night was ablaze with torches from at least four ships surrounding the Saucy Pig.


    “You didn’t have a chance, Cinn. Once we saw you were following us, we took a slight deviation off course to where my armada was stationed. While you were looking ahead for us, our ships came from behind. We were prepared to sink your ship. Now we must take this wreck with us to save our men. I’ve committed to safe passage for the boy—please don’t make me a liar by trying anything foolish.”


    “Ah, but foolish be my middle name,” laughed Captain Cinn.


    “Amu!” yelled Abad. A moment later, an unpleasant-looking troll of a man appeared. “Take the boy and the captain, and lock them in his cabin. If the captain makes a wrong move, kill him, but under no circumstances should you harm the boy.” Amu nodded curtly. He was large and muscular, although not quite as large as Piers. He appeared to be missing his left ear, and I doubted his face had ever worn a smile.


    “And tell the men to make it back to Harsu before dawn,” added Abad. “I don’t intend to lose any men to this madman’s poison.”
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    Cinn and I waited while the guards searched Cinn’s cabin. Cinn cringed every time he heard something crash inside.


    “Ye know ye could have been killed, Max,” Cinn said quietly. “Ye could’ve gotten us all killed.”


    “I saved your life,” I said, mustering as much confidence in my voice as I could.


    “I wouldn’t have needed saving if ye would have stayed put as I told ye. I had everything under control.” The Royal Guards opened the cabin door, and as we entered, Cinn gasped.


    “No, no, no . . . Why would they do this to me beautiful cabin?” Cinn was walking around the cabin, inspecting the broken canisters, jars, and plates. The way herbs had been thrown across the floor and food smashed against the windows. The Royal Guard meant to wreck the cabin. I wasn’t sure if the prince had ordered them to do it or whether the guards had taken it upon themselves, but the message was clear: these men hated Cinn.


    “They took me best knives—and look! They stole all me food from the larder. And they call me a thief and a pirate!” Cinn spat. “Luckily, they are not as clever as they are greedy.” The captain tapped a place on the wall in three spots, and a door-sized panel slid open.


    “They didn’t find me hidden stash. At least we have me best aged cheeses. Here we go,” said the captain.


    Cinn pulled out a large wheel of cheese and a dried sausage link. He rummaged around and found a dusty bottle, a clay pot, and a curved cheese knife. He placed the items on the table and closed the secret compartment.


    Cinn cut up some of the meat and cheese and handed it to me. “Here. There is no way of knowing what we are in store for in Harsu. Eat up and keep yer strength.”


    The captain stabbed the top of the bottle with the knife and drew out the cork. He poured some of the golden liquid into a chipped cup from among broken dishes on the floor. My glass was filled with fresh water from the large clay pot.


    The meat was smoked and had a heavy taste of black pepper. The cheese had a slightly nutty flavor and was soft in my mouth.


    “This is delicious,” I said.


    “It should be; I paid a lot for that, so enjoy it. I imagine they will sink the Saucy Pig once they discover I was lying. All of this will soon be food for some lucky fish.”


    “You lied? About what?”


    “Well, mostly everything,” admitted Cinn. “As the words were leaving my lips, I wasn’t sure it was me talking. Ye’ve had a strange effect on me because all I could think was that I needed to protect and save ye. I need to get ye back to yer mom, and so I lied about the powder.”


    “You lied,” I protested. “I’m glad those men won’t die, but you risked my mom. What if he had become angry and hurt her? You shouldn’t have lied.”


    “Do ye realize they won’t hesitate to kill all of us? The prince seems confident that his father won’t execute us on the spot. I’m not so sure. I had to say something, but now we have to find a way out of this mess.”


    “What will the powder do to them?” I tapped my temple, thinking.


    “It has the Uko powder like we used in Paradisi, but I added a little something extra—puke bean powder.”


    “Ew! Mom made me drink a bit of puke bean syrup one time because I ate some poisonous berries. That stuff is horrible.” I made puking sounds while I bent over. The captain laughed at the little show.


    “It won’t kill ’em, but they’ll be sick fer a few hours,” Cinn admitted.


    “Then what?” I asked. “We will be in Harsu by tomorrow. You didn’t think this through very well. You didn’t destroy a hornet’s nest. You poked at it and made them angry.”


    “I didn’t have too much of a choice, Master Max. You heard him—they were going to sink the Pig. I had to buy us a bit of time to sort all of this out.”


    “Mom always told me one lie grows another.”


    “Yer mom is right, Max, but these are dangerous men. They would throw ye overboard as soon as look at ye. In case ye haven’t noticed, yer aboard a pirate ship,” Cinn quipped. “And these men hate pirates.”


    “They hate you because you steal from them. I believe it was a mistake to trust you. You’ll save your precious ship and worry more about your procured spices. You don’t care about my mom.”


    “Master Max, Abad promised to help ye find yer mother. Abad is many things, but he does keep his word,” replied Cinn.


    We finished our small meal in silence. Cinn was right; he had made the prince promise to help me, and his capture was because he tried to rescue Mom. Cinn refilled our cups, and I took a long drink.


    “This water is cold and tastes like it just came from a spring,” I commented.


    “When ye are on the sea, ye can die of thirst. There is all this water around ye, but ye can’t drink any of it. If ye run out of freshwater and it doesn’t rain, ye’ll die just as ye would if in a desert. Ye are drinking some of the finest freshwater to be found on the three seas. We bought it in Flint Town. That is not ordinary water—that be iceberg water. Ice haulers cut and float chunks of it all around the North Sea. It is not cheap, and I reserve it for special meals and imprisonment.” Cinn winked.


    “Thank you” was all I could think to say. My stomach rolled and gurgled. “I’m still a bit hungry.”


    “Aye, ye are a growing boy. Don’t be shy. Eat as much as ye like.”


    I cut more cheese and meat and thought about my next move.


    “I read in my book about Abad and his birth, but there is not much more,” I said with my mouth full. “What can you tell me?”


    “I’m not sure what I can tell ye.” Cinn took a long drink from his broken mug. “I was an orphan—the guild had killed my family who was under suspicion of being Spicers. I went to live and serve at the Jade Palace as a slave. I was one of Abad’s servants, and over time we became friends. He helped me rise from my station, and I was apprenticed to a young merchant captain, who taught me all I know about the seas and sailing. Eventually, I earned a vessel of my own, but I never forgot the kindness and skill of my teacher—yer dad.”


    “You were close friends with my dad? How come he never mentioned you?” I didn’t want to be rude, but it was hard to believe Dad wouldn’t have mentioned someone he’d known for so long. I assumed that what Cinn was telling me was true, but perhaps it wasn’t. He was a thief and a liar, and he was wanted by the Spice Guild.


    “Aye, Max, we were friends. Things became . . . complicated. I never got over what the Spice Guild did to me family. I had been raised in the Jade Palace to be loyal to the sultan and a good little captain in the Spice Guild’s armada, but I never forgot who I was or where I came from.”


    Cinn stared out into the darkness through the large cabin window.


    “I started stealing some of the spice and brought it to what was left of my family so they could sell some. They were Spicers and were barely making enough gold to survive. They needed my help. After the guild had come to our village, they left everyone they didn’t kill in poverty. Other communities shunned my people for fear of retaliation from the guild. My cousins and aunt had to beg on the streets to survive—all in the shadow of the Jade Palace. Beggars. I couldn’t leave them that way. There was no living with myself if I left them that way, and so I stole and sold spices to keep them alive.”


    Cinn’s gaze remained fixed on the blackness of the sea.


    Life was simpler in Paradisi. My family always had what they needed, and they helped other families around them during years when crops weren’t as plentiful, or the fish seemed to vanish.


    “I . . . d-don’t know what to say,” I stuttered. “What happened to your family sounds awful and unjust.”


    “Aye. The stealing started small,” Cinn continued, his eyes more focused. “Over time, I had to provide more as others on the streets heard about me, and begged fer me to help ’em feed their babes. I just couldn’t say no, Max. The Spice Guild caught on, but before they could imprison me, I escaped with the help of yer parents. They believed in me cause—to help those who were not rich or royal. But then ye was born, and yer dad couldn’t afford to take to the seas as a pirate. He stayed with the Spice Guild but continued to help me in my quest to overthrow the Guild—and eventually, the sultan.”


    “The Guild never figured out Dad has been helping you?” I asked.


    “No. Yer mom and dad are too clever fer that,” said Cinn. “But it was a big risk, and they often worried about the day you might be alone.”


    My throat tightened a little. I was alone, and it was all my parents’ fault.


    “Even though we are enemies now, Max, I knew Abad well growing up. His father strongly influences him. Abad seeks his praise and makes decisions based upon pleasing him.”


    Cinn finished a drink that smelled like fermented apple cider. He wobbled in his seat a bit, and I was afraid he might fall over.


    “Whatever the Witch Queen did to the sultan, those many years ago, took away his humanity,” slurred Cinn. “He is a bitter and cruel man who will continue to crush those he deems weak. He has no mercy for those who cross him. I would avoid him because if he thinks he can use ye, he will.”


    “I’m going to find Mom with or without leave of the sultan,” I vowed to Cinn, but his head was on the table, and he was snoring. I was no longer the silly farm boy from Paradisi; I was becoming a Spice Pirate, and for the first time in my life, I felt in control of my destiny.

  


  
    Chapter Five



    It was late morning, and I was startled by a bang on the cabin door.


    Prince Abad and two enormous guards entered the room without waiting for us to answer. The guards carried large platters of food and placed them on the table. The scent from the cooked lamb and roasted vegetables smelled divine.


    “Come sit, Cinn.” Then the prince gestured toward the table. “Max, I’ve had my cook prepare a wonderful meal for you. I’m not so heartless as to starve a young man whose only sin is, well . . .” The prince chuckled. “Keeping company with you, Cinn. I hold your mother and father in high respect, Max, and so I will treat you as my honored guest.” The prince’s expression soured as he faced Cinn. “For you, Cinn—this will be the last meal you enjoy. We will be docking by late afternoon, and I don’t think you will be given the full hospitality that our honored guests have come to expect at the Jade Palace.”


    Cinn appeared calm and wore a casual smile. I stood uncomfortably between the two men. I didn’t know whether to sit or continue standing. After a few awkward moments in which both men stared at each other without blinking, Cinn finally said, “It be fine, Master Max. Go ahead and eat. The prince is being gracious, and we shall accept his hospitality. They have decent cooks in the palace, so the food should be edible at least.”


    I let out a breath and sat down at the table. The prince carved a slice of meat and placed it on a plate before me.


    “You should know, Cinn—you taught our best cooks. That lamb is one of your recipes. I had my cook recreate it, especially for you, so I do hope you enjoy it,” said the prince as he filled my plate with carrots and some strange green jelly.


    I didn’t need a second invitation. The aromas were intoxicating. The meat was juicy and dripped all down the front of my tunic. The carrots had some sort of honey glaze, with a tangy hint of orange. The green jelly had a minty flavor and was good for dipping my meat.


    Cinn chewed slowly as he stabbed a couple of roasted potatoes and some dates. The prince filled flagons of wine for Cinn and himself. My glass was filled with cold water with summer berries mixed in; a few mint leaves floated on top. This entire meal was worth more than most people earned in a year.


    “As you predicted, my men have fallen ill.” The prince leaned in toward Cinn until their noses almost touched. “If even one dies, our deal is off. So I hope that you have the antidote, as there are things much worse than a quick execution.”


    “Like yer company. I find it to be like torture.” Cinn laughed.


    “I’m glad you see humor in this, Cinn. My father won’t be in a joking mood when he sees you,” responded the prince.


    I wanted to say something but wasn’t sure it was my place. I worried that if Cinn upset the prince too much, he wouldn’t agree to help me search for Mom. The food was delicious, but my appetite was fading.


    “This food is delicious. Will there be more at the palace?” I asked, hoping to distract the men.


    “Why, of course—at least, there will be for you. I’ve sent my hawk ahead to announce our arrival. I’m sure there is a grand feast being prepared to celebrate Cinn’s capture and the crew of the infamous Saucy Pig. The hospitality of the Jade Palace is known throughout the three seas.”


    “But what about Captain Cinn? Is there anything you can do to help him? He said you were once friends.”


    “Did he?” Abad put his fork down and squinted at Cinn. “Did he tell you why we are no longer friends? Has he told you of his crimes against the crown and the Spice Guild? Cinn is a liar and a thief, so I would not trust all that he tells you.”


    Cinn stroked his beard and twirled his mustache. His plate remained untouched.


    “I understand, but he is trying to help me,” I replied.


    “Cinn never does anything for free, lad. Did he tell you what your mother was going to pay him for his generosity?”


    “No, but . . .” A foot kicked me under the table, and Cinn scowled at me.


    “Oh, come on,” Cinn said. “Don’t toy with the boy. He has never been outside Paradisi and has never met a man as treacherous and heartless as you. Whenever ye father squawks, you obey, just like a loyal, flea-bitten cur.”


    “Cinn, let us be civil and eat this wonderful meal that was prepared for you.”


    “What about my men?” asked Cinn.


    “What about them?”


    “Are they eating a feast such as this? Have they been fed at all since you took my ship?”


    “Your men have been treated well and given standard rations. You know I’m a man of my word, Cinn, and I wouldn’t break it just for spite.”


    “Aye, I suppose not.” Cinn pushed his plate away untouched. “It wouldn’t be right for me to eat such a fine meal while my men ate crusts of moldy bread and salted fish. You eat up, Master Max. I’ve no appetite.”


    I stopped chewing and swallowed a mouthful of lamb. I hated being in the middle of an argument. I’d rather run through a raspberry patch in short pants than to be in this position. I needed both the men to help me, but each of them was testing my allegiance. I felt selfish for eating. Cinn was worried about his men and his ship, and I respected him for it. Cinn had saved me, and I owed him a little bit of my loyalty. I would deal with the prince being angry with me later.


    “If the captain does not eat, then neither will I.” My stand was a bit late, as I was on my second plate, and my belly was full.


    “Well, then, gentlemen, I suppose we are done here,” said the prince as he stood up to leave.


    “We are done, for now, Abad,” said Cinn. “I chose this life for reasons ye will never understand because ye are yer father’s son. We were friends once, and I know I betrayed our friendship and left—but I don’t regret a day. I’m free to choose where I sail and who I sail for, and I bring light into the world where yer father’s merciless rule only brings darkness. Maybe someday ye’ll understand, but I’ll never, ever apologize for what I’ve done.”


    The prince’s lip drooped a bit. I hated this argument. All Cinn had to do was tell the truth about the poison, and all of this nonsense would stop.


    “You destroyed our friendship,” replied Abad. “You may have had your reasons for leaving, but you lied to me, and that I will never forgive you for.”


    Abad left the cabin without saying anything more, with his guards behind him.
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    Cinn was muttering to himself.


    “Have you ever considered just being honest with him, Captain Cinn? Have you ever tried to make up with him?”


    “It be more complicated than that,” Cinn said brusquely.


    I sighed and tried to muster a little patience because I wanted to punch Cinn.


    “I had a friend for a long time in Paradisi,” I said. “He lived on the farm next to ours, and his name was Sammy Olafson. His dad worked on the ship with mine. Sammy liked this girl in town—Treena Blackwood. Blech . . . He started spending more time with her, and I became jealous. He was the only friend I had, and he used to come to visit me every day. But once he started liking Treena, he stopped coming around.”


    “He sounds like a charmer,” commented Cinn. I frowned at him for interrupting. “Sorry, lad,” he said. “Continue.”


    “One day, Mom and I were in town running errands, and I found Sammy sitting on a stack of crates. His family was moving to Tyreen. Sammy was crying because he didn’t want to move. He said he missed me and was sorry about Treena. I sat with him until the last of the boxes were loaded. I promised him I would write, and I did. I’ve not heard from him, but at least I know, no matter where he is, we are still friends.”


    Cinn drank some of the wine that was left and replied, “I wish it be easy to fix, Max, but we are not little boys fighting about a girl.”


    “But you were a boy once. Have you thought about saying you’re sorry? That worked with Sammy and me.”


    “But I’m not sorry. I did what I did, and I don’t regret it,” Cinn said with defiance. He cleared off the table and wiped it with a rag. I scraped the dishes into a bucket and neatly stacked them.


    “Did ye have enough to eat? There is plenty left here. You didn’t need to stop eating because of me,” said Cinn.


    “I’m full, but I agree it is not fair that your men shouldn’t get to eat good food too,” I replied.


    “I appreciate that Max, and so would the crew. Once we get out of this mess, ye’ll have a place aboard the Saucy Pig as an official crew member.” That brought an instant smile to my face. Sailing the open sea was something I had always dreamed of. In my dream, I was with Dad aboard his guild ship, but now I wasn’t sure I wanted to work with the Spice Guild. If what Cinn said was true, then Dad was more pirate than loyal guild captain.


    I hoped Mom would approve.


    My mom. My mom. Nothing mattered until I found her. I needed to stop dreaming and stay the course.


    “I can become a pirate after we find Mom,” I replied.


    “Do ye know what the scariest and most dangerous creature in the three seas be?” Cinn asked.


    “A Kraken?”


    “No—yer mother when she be mad. So, ye will be part of me crew only with her permission!”

  


  
    Chapter Six



    The cabin brightened as the sun lowered in the sky. Orders were shouted, and rigs were pulled. The ship sailed swiftly as the lookout in the crow’s nest spotted land on the expanding horizon.


    Time was running out for us. Cinn paced back and forth like a cornered animal.


    Sultans, witches, demons, and magic—and my parents were in the center of it all. I wished Dad was here; he would know what to do. But he wasn’t, so I needed to figure out a solution to finding Mom. I was trying so hard to be brave for her, but I was more frightened than I had ever been in my life. I had never felt more alone or vulnerable. Captain Cinn wasn’t Dad, but he was my only lifeline, and I was about to lose him.


    “Can I tell you something without you becoming angry at me?” I asked.


    Cinn frowned. “Sure.”


    “I believe if you and the prince make up, the three of us could search for her. You and I must stay alive if we are to find my mom. We need to cooperate with them.”


    “Cooperate with them? Did a coconut hit yer head?” replied Cinn. “These men intend to execute me and me crew. The sultan is not me biggest supporter, Master Max. I’m a flea that keeps biting him. Now he has caught me. Do ye think he will let me go so I can come back and bite him again? We must find a way to escape.”


    “Prince Abad promised to protect me, and I must trust his word. He also promised not to kill you, for now. This is your chance to tell him the truth about the poison.”


    “The prince and the sultan are creatures who can’t be trusted. We must get away from them, or they will kill all of us.”


    “You and Abad were friends . . . once. Maybe even like brothers, right?”


    “I was young and foolish, like you. I believed in the goodness in men’s hearts. I believed that Abad cared about me. I felt a part of his family. As I grew older, the truth surfaced. I wasn’t part of their family—I was their prisoner.” Cinn was breathing hard and slammed his fist into the wall. “Someday, when your innocence is all used up, ye’ll understand that cruelty, not love, lives in the hearts of men with power. Their souls be twisted and black. The prince may keep his word, Master Max, but never ye forget the monster that lies beneath his skin. I made that mistake and trusted him, and it almost cost me my life. I guess I should thank him, though.”


    “Why is that?” I asked.


    “When I fled the Jade Palace and became a Spice Pirate, I was finally free. I was the captain of my ship, not controlled by the guild. I never knew how wonderful that feeling could be—standing on the prow of my ship with the wind roaring in my ears and not taking orders from the guild. I would rather die than give up my freedom again. Abad and the sultan want to take freedom from all people, and I’ve dedicated my life to stop them. That is my mission until I draw my last breath,” said Cinn. He stroked his long beard, and he stared out the large bay windows. I was about to ask Cinn more about the Jade Palace when the door burst open, and Abad and two guards entered the room.


    “Where is it, Cinn? Where is the antidote?” demanded the prince. “My men have been retching all night, and I’m afraid there is not much time for them.”


    “Then I suppose you should cut us loose, Prince. As long as ye have me and me crew, ye can kill us. Why should I give ye the antidote if we are already doomed men? I will die happy knowing I took some of ye bastards with me,” Cinn said with a laugh.


    “We are docking now. The royal guard is on their way to collect you. You are quite the prize for my father.” Abad stepped close and said in a quiet voice, “I will promise you this: if you let my men die, your death will be the tale that bards sing about for centuries. Your torture will be in terms of years, not days.”


    “Well, since ye put it that way, your men should say their goodbyes now,” Cinn replied with the same calm tone Abad was using.


    “You’ve no idea what pain—long, agonizing pain—is. But soon, you will.” Prince Abad shifted his attention to the guard on his left and said, “Put Captain Cinn in chains and prepare the ships for docking.”


    “Yes, Your Highness. Right away.”


    I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed onto Cinn’s arm and held tight.


    “Come now, Max,” said the Prince in a soft voice. “I promised not to harm you. I will keep you safe and help you find your mother.”


    “I’m not some sort of cat that will come mewling at your feet!” I protested. “You can’t send Cinn and his men to their deaths without so much as a trial. It’s unfair.”


    Cinn pulled me into a big hug and said into my ear, “Ye were right, Master Max. Ye need to cooperate with them. The prince may be a monster, but he is a man of his word. If he says, he’ll help ye find yer mom, well, then ye can believe it. My time with ye is at an end, I’m afraid, but it was an honor-—a true honor to know ye.”


    Cinn released me from his embrace, and as the other guardsman reached for me, I backed away.


    “No, this is not fair. Please, Prince Abad, there must be another way. Captain Cinn was your friend. Doesn’t that mean anything?”


    “It’s going to be all right, Master Max,” said Cinn as the guard put manacles on his arms. “A good pirate follows orders, and I order ye to stop fighting. Go peacefully with them and keep yer promise to find yer mom.”


    I wiped my wet eyes. I would miss my friend. I gave Cinn another big hug as I sobbed into his jacket.


    “Now, none of that caterwauling, Max. Yer a pirate now. A part of me crew. Pirates don’t cry—we survive.”


    The prince pulled me from Cinn. I balled my fist, intending to strike the prince. Cinn frowned and slowly shook his head. If I struck the prince, I would be locked up too, and any chance of finding Mom, or even surviving, would be gone. I was going to be true to Cinn’s command and not put up a fuss. At least for the moment.


    We made our way down the ship’s gangplank. The Jade Palace rose majestically atop a hill above the city of Shafara. The five levels of the palace were stacked like layers of a large cake. Jade-colored stone veined with gold formed the walls that contained the palace. A road wound upward through the five tiers until it reached a lone spire at the top. Dad once told me that the spire could be seen from miles offshore as a reminder that Malamud’s dynasty was great and powerful.


    When my father had described Shafara and the Jade Palace, I had never imagined its magnificent size and gleaming green walls. At the top of the battlements flags whipped and snapped in the wind. On each banner was a black-winged woman holding a spear and shield with a yellow background: the symbol of the Sultan of Harsu. I recognized it because the same flag flew atop the center mast of my Dad’s ship.


    A long cobblestone road wound up through Shafara and its legendary market. Townspeople and vendors went about their business, and the air seemed to have agitated energy about it. Sellers called out from their stalls, urging passersby to try their food, look at their silks, or try on their bracelets.


    It reminded me of the weekly market located on the docks of Paradisi, although this was on a much grander scale. The thought of Paradisi made me homesick. But I couldn’t let the idea distract me—I had a crew of pirates to save.


    [image: ]


    A large carriage pulled by four horses arrived. The horses were tall and had long blond manes that were braided with beads. Their trot was very regal, and they had long feather plumes on their heads. The carriage was round with screened windows and was painted with the sultan’s winged woman on the side.


    “We will ride up to the palace together,” said the prince as he boosted me into the plush interior. There were more pillows than I had ever seen in one place. Each was intricately embroidered with gold thread. The winged woman sigil was embroidered in repeating patterns on the padded walls. I sank into the pile, and it felt like a cloud.


    “What is going to happen to Captain Cinn and his crew? He never really was going to hurt your men. They are not in any danger, he just told you . . .” I looked out the mesh windows into the market around us and hoped the prince wouldn’t catch my mistake. The smell of cooking meat made its way through the mesh, and my stomach gurgled.


    There was a large clay jug in the corner of the carriage. The prince filled two glasses with water. “You should drink this. The greatest danger in the desert is not drinking enough water. This water is the best tasting in all of the islands. It comes from the springs of Kolora.”


    I took a deep drink of the water, which was delicious and cold.


    “This is good water, but I believe ice-flow water tastes better.” I hoped to distract Abad from paying attention to my slip about Cinn.


    “Now, tell me more about Captain Cinn’s intentions,” said the prince. I couldn’t lie to the prince, and I hoped my loose tongue didn’t doom Cinn in some way. Besides, it wouldn’t take long for the prince to figure out that his men had recovered without an antidote.


    “Please, Prince Abad, don’t tell him I told you. Captain Cinn is a good man. He wouldn’t kill your men. He only wanted to make them sick, and then he thought he had to lie so you wouldn’t kill him and sink his ship.” The words came tumbling out of my mouth. I had no power to stop them.


    “Well, well. Cornelius Cinn is still as crafty and sly as ever,” Abad said with a slight grin. “It is good that my men are not in any mortal danger, and for that, I’m grateful. But Cinn’s fate is not mine to decide. My father is not known for his forgiving heart, I’m afraid. Captain Cinn and his crew have stolen many spice shipments and sunk a great number of the guild’s fleet in the process. I’m afraid he and his crew will be sentenced to death.”


    A feeling like a serpent slithered in my gut, and I could feel the heat rising in my neck. I couldn’t let the sultan execute Cinn. I stared directly into the prince’s eyes, and when I did, he flinched and pushed back away from me. His expression was a mix of surprise and fear.


    “You have to help Captain Cinn and his crew!” I said sternly. “Cinn is a good man, I know it. Help them—please.”


    The heat building inside me felt like it was being pulled from my chest toward the prince. At the same time, a look of pain crossed the prince’s face. He clawed at his throat and made a choking sound. I reached toward him, and he recoiled from my hand, his eyes wide. He seemed to be struggling to breathe. I didn’t know what was happening. I banged on the side of the cart so the driver would hear me.


    “Help . . . Help! There’s something wrong with the prince! Please, stop the carriage!”


    But the marketplace was too loud and lively for the driver in front to hear me. I reached toward the door in the hope that I might open it and stick my head out when Abad drew in a big breath of air. The serpent slipped back into my belly, and my skin grew cold. Abad continued taking gasping breaths.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yes . . . I believe so. I think . . . I’ll visit the healers once we arrive at the Jade Palace.”


    The prince was visibly sweating. Every time I felt that strange, slithering heat in my belly, people around me had difficulty moving or breathing. I was causing it—but I was not in control of it.


    There was so much energy, motion, and emotion in the Harsu market, unlike the one in Paradisi. I wanted to stop the carriage and spend time looking at each of the vendors’ wares, but I knew Prince Abad wouldn’t stop.


    “When we arrive at the Jade Palace, my servants will take you to your quarters so that you can clean up and get properly dressed,” commented Abad. He was drinking water and had composed himself.


    “I know Cinn and his crew won’t be allowed at the banquet, but do you have to lock them up in the Spice Mine pit?”


    Abad raised his eyebrows. “What do you know of the pit?”


    “I read about it in my book. The pit is where the Djinn mined Green Spice—the source of their power. Once your father took control, he sealed the mine and used it as a dungeon. People are lowered in and rarely ever leave.”


    “You know your Harsu history,” said Abad in a surprised tone.


    “I’ve read it is a terrible place. Green Spice dust changes people into monsters if they stay down there too long. Horrible, blind things.”


    “Dungeons are not supposed to be happy places, Max.”


    Silence hung in the air for a few moments while I thought of a different tactic.


    “If the sultan wants to show off his prize, do you really want to send them to the pit?” I suggested. “They may never come out. How can he show them off then?”


    “I suppose you might have a point—but showing them off could mean a public execution. At least in the pit, they would have a chance to live longer.”


    “What kind of life would that be? To be twisted by some magic dust until everything human is taken away. That doesn’t sound like living. Besides, if they are in front of the sultan, they could plead for mercy.”


    “As I’ve told you, my father is not known for his mercy, and the situation with Captain Cinn is personal,” replied Abad. “Cinn’s betrayal angered my father. He vowed to make Cinn and his men pay. I don’t think he would miss out on the chance to do exactly that.”


    “Can you at least give them a chance?” I asked.


    “Well, I . . . I can have them locked in one of the tower rooms. For now,” said Prince Abad. He remained pushed up against the carriage’s far side and wouldn’t look directly at me. “I suppose I can send them some scraps from the banquet if that is what you wish. Within reason, mind you.”


    “Yes, that is my wish,” I replied.


    “So be it.” Abad made a dismissive gesture with his hand.


    The carriage rolled past the massive gates. Guards patrolled the streets in groups of three or five. Their polished armor glinted in the sun, and large helmets with feather plumes adorned their heads. They looked like absurd birds. All of them carried the same kind of curved blade on their belts, and many of the guards held a shield with a winged woman painted on it. We stopped in front of the main palace. Stone steps led up to doors that were two stories tall. Guards and people in beautifully colored silks entered and exited the palace. Abad helped me out of the carriage and whistled.


    Three women with veils across their faces approached.


    “This is Max. He is our special guest. Treat him as you would a prince from the Western Isle.”


    “Yes, my lord,” said the lead woman. The other two women stood behind her with their heads slightly bowed.


    “Clean him up and give him clothes fit for the royal banquet,” ordered Prince Abad.


    “Yes, my lord.”


    A portly man approached, wearing bright blue silk that stretched tight around his round belly. He looked at me the way one looks at a bug they’ve crushed under their foot. I disliked him even before he spoke.


    “Oh, there you are, Prince Abad. I heard you are returning quite the hero. You captured Captain Cinn and the Saucy Pig. It is such a relief to the guild, my lord. And here everyone thought you had left with half the fleet to fetch some peasant woman. Although it looks as though you retrieved a boy instead.” The man ran a thick purple tongue across his lips.


    “Harim, it is a pleasure to see you,” the prince said through a strained smile. “This is Max. Max, meet Harim, Grandmaster of the Spice Guild.”


    “A pleasure to meet you, sir,” I said, offering my hand. Dad had taught me to shake the hands of friends and enemies alike. It allowed you to size up the person quickly. Harim’s hand was soft, cold, and sweaty like someone had handed me a dead fish. Something in his eyes made the hairs on my arms stand straight up. He was not someone to be trusted.


    “Oh, such manners in one so young. Alas, you don’t meet children with any kind of culture or etiquette these days. I’m Harim Godfrey. I didn’t catch your last name. Now, tell me—which family do you belongto?”


    “I don’t understand.” I looked to the prince for help.


    “Your lineage,” replied Harim. “Which royal family are you a member of? I pride myself on knowing all the royals, but I don’t remember hearing about a Max.” His expression looked as if he’d swallowed something dreadful. “Is that short for Maximus or Maximillian?”


    “Neither, it’s just Max. And, well, I . . . don’t belong to a royal family. My mom’s name is Bettina, and my dad . . .” The prince put his hand on my shoulder, and I stopped talking. The mention of Mom’s name seemed to create a twitch in Harim’s eye. The moment was fleeting, but it was there.


    “Max must take his leave to get ready for the banquet,” interjected Prince Abad. “I’m sure you can understand?”


    “Yes, of course, my lord.” Harim bowed deeply toward the prince. The three women escorted me away. “My best to you, Max Daybreaker,” he called after me. “It’s so sad what happened to your father. He was one of my best captains. Tragic.” Harim grinned ear to ear. What an awful man. If this was who Dad took orders from, it was no wonder he was a secret pirate.

  


  
    Chapter Seven



    The three women moved quickly through a dizzying path of hallways, blind turns, and stairs. The mood was festive, and laughter filled the air. No one seemed to take notice as we passed them. I desperately needed a change of clothes. I was wearing the same farm boy clothes I’d put on three days ago. I imagined I looked worse than I smelled, and that was pretty awful.


    We arrived at my room, and the head maid said to the other two, “I can help the boy with his clothes. Please go to the kitchen and fetch him a snack.”


    “Yes, my lady.” The two maids bowed and left.


    Once we entered the room, the maid quickly closed the door. She took off her veil and said in a hushed voice, “Max, my name is Anya. I’m a friend of your father’s. Hurry and change your clothes—we don’t have much time.”


    I backed up a step. “What do you mean I don’t have much time? Is the feast happening soon?”


    “You’re in danger. Real danger. We must leave the palace immediately.” Anya pulled a pack from behind a screen in the corner. I noticed there were clothes on the bedside table. Light tan britches, a matching tunic—not the party clothes I had expected.


    My hands were moist with sweat. “Why should I do as you say? How do you know my dad?”


    She grinned. “Your father said you wouldn’t trust just my word, so he left you this.” She handed me a folded piece of paper with a wax seal. It was my dad’s signet: an open bear paw. I cracked it and look at the paper.


    10 1 3-5


    42 4 2-4


    153 1 1-4


    I sniffled. I’d recognize dad’s looping script anywhere. He’d sent me so many letters when he was traveling.


    “What do the numbers mean?”


    Anya looked at the page and frowned before handing it back to me.


    “I’m not sure. We will have time later to decipher it. Before he left a couple of days ago, he told me I would be meeting you. He instructed me to give it to you and only you. He must have believed you would know what it means.”


    “He’s alive? Where is he? Take me to him right now!” I demanded.


    “Max, I don’t know where he is presently. His other instruction was that I was to get you out of the palace immediately. You must hurry—the other maids will return with your food soon.”


    “How did he know we would meet? I have only been traveling a couple of days—first with a Spice Pirate named Captain Cinn, and then with Prince Abad. If Dad left a couple of days ago, he would have no idea I would be here and that we would meet. Who are you?”


    “Max, I don’t have time to explain everything at the moment, but I can’t stress enough that we need to get out of here.”


    “Fine,” I said with exasperation. I tucked the letter in my pack with my book. It was the only possession I had taken off the Saucy Pig.


    Anya stood at the cracked door, watching the hall. The idea that I had a lead to where my father might be motivated me to change my clothes quickly. On the table were a long, narrow piece of cloth and a smaller rectangle-shaped one.


    “What do I do with this?” I asked Anya.


    “It’s a turban; let me help you.”


    She wrapped the long piece of cloth around my head. She then tied the smaller cloth across my nose and mouth. Only my eyes remained unwrapped.


    “It’s a little hard to breathe. Why is it wrapped around my face? I don’t see anyone else wearing it that way.”


    “It is the way the Kolorans wear them. We need to conceal your face until you get out of the palace, and you will appreciate the protection once you are in the desert. Kolorans are rarely noticed. They are water bearers from the springs in the south.”


    Anya peered into the hallway. She grabbed my hand and said, “You must stay with me and talk to no one. If we are stopped, let me do the talking, yes?”


    “Yes.”


    “We go.” Anya led me down a winding hallway. It felt like we were spiraling upward in the palace. Two maids almost dropped their trays of food as we bounded around a corner.


    “Anya,” said the maid in pink. “Where are you going? The banquet is starting soon.”


    “Ah . . . yes, Vermillia. I was taking this new water boy to Prince Abad’s quarters. He was lost,” Anya lied.


    “We saw Prince Abad in the kitchens. He was testing the food.”


    Anya paused for a moment. I was sweating in my turban. I felt I might faint, and I had to fight the desire to rip off the cloth covering my face.


    “Ah, yes, of course.” Anya laughed nervously. “We must have got turned around.”


    “Sister Anya, is Prince Abad’s guest ready for the banquet?” asked Vermillia.


    “Oh, no . . . I forgot. This Koloran boy was wandering around, and I got distracted. Please go and help the prince’s guest. I will return shortly to take him to the banquet.”


    We passed the maids and picked up our pace, and Anya said, “This is not good. Once they discover you’re missing, Vermillia will report what she has seen. We won’t be able to get out as easily now.”


    “Take me to Captain Cinn,” I said in a muffled tone.


    “What?”


    “Take me to Cinn and his crew. They can get me out, I’m sure of it. He used to live here and knows his way around,” I said. Anya stopped and pulled us into an empty storage room stacked with dirty, smelly pots.


    “Even if he could help, he will be in the pit by now,” replied Anya.


    “No, Prince Abad promised he would put them in a tower room.”


    Anya paused and thought. “The only empty room that could hold so many people is in the west tower. That is pretty far from here, and time is short. I need to get you to the water exchange room. We can hide in the large empty pots there, and when the water bearers switch out the pots, we will roll out of the palace. It is the way I helped your father escape. We must hurry—it won’t take long for the guards to begin looking for us.”


    I wanted to protest, but Anya grabbed me by the arm and yanked me down the hall again. We picked up the pace and sprinted up multiple flights of stairs.


    We came to a narrow hallway, and a teenage girl blocked our way. She flipped her white wool cloak in an agitated movement. Her hair was light, almost to the point of being white, and it was tied tight in a neat double braid around the crown of her head.


    She had the most beautiful and kind eyes I had ever seen—pools of blue and silver. She crossed her arms, and her mouth was set in a tight line.


    “Maid, please stop. I require your assistance.” She had a strange accent that almost sounded like singing.


    “I’m sorry, miss,” answered Anya. “I must get this water bearer to—”


    “I’m sure you are in a hurry,” the girl interrupted, “but I insist you help me. I’m lost and need to meet with Sultan Ubu on an urgent matter. These halls all look the same to me. Can you direct me?”


    I heard a shout. “There she is, men! Get her!”


    Anya and I spun around to see three guards carrying curved blades heading toward us.


    “They found us!” said Anya, at the same time that the girl said, “They found me!”


    Both of them opened their eyes wide. The guards closed in on us, and Anya yelled, “Run!”


    The girl grabbed a staff that had been propped up on the wall next to her. The staff was as long as she was tall. Anya and I ran past her, but the girl held her ground. She spun the staff so quickly; it was a blur. The guardsman nearest her had not expected the blow, and the staff crushed his nose with an audible crack! Before he hit the floor, she was already striking the other two guards.


    Her staff struck the first guard across the neck, and he was knocked off his feet. The other guard reached for her, but she used her staff to sweep his legs out from under him.


    We turned a corner and lost sight of her. Anya spun me around. “We can’t get to those water pots now—are you sure your pirate friend can help us?”


    I didn’t hesitate. “Yes, he’ll help.”


    Anya nodded. “Follow me,” she said, and we were off again. We found ourselves on an enclosed bridge that led to a tower. I felt dizzy looking at the courtyard far below us. The bridge ended at a door with two guards standing at attention.


    “Prince Abad has sent us to tend to the prisoners and make sure they have water,” Anya said quickly.


    One of the guards said, “We were instructed not to let anyone in or out.”


    “That is your choice,” replied Anya. “I can go back and tell Prince Abad that you refused to follow his orders. I will give the prince your regards.”


    Anya grabbed my hand, and we turned back the way we had come.


    “Wait,” said the guard. He turned and unlocked the door with a large key that hung from his belt. “See to the prisoners but make it quick.”


    Anya and I hurried inside. The lock clicked behind us.

  


  
    Chapter Eight



    Pirates held their shackles and chains and were poised to strike. The room was completely round, with only one way in or out. We were trapped.


    “Ah, there ye be, Master Max,” said Cinn as he stepped forward. “It took you long enough to rescue us.”


    I ran to Cinn and hugged him tightly. Anya removed her face covering and said, “This is a touching reunion, but it might be cut short when the guards figure out what has happened. We need to get out of here right now.”


    “And who might ye be?” asked Cinn.


    “My name is Anya. Max seems to believe you can help us escape the Jade Palace. Captain Amu and the palace guards will be coming through that door.”


    “What’s yer plan for getting out of here, then?” Captain Cinn asked me.


    “I was hoping you had one,” I confessed.


    There was a loud thud at the door, some muffled shouting, and then another thud. I heard the key in the lock, and the pirates grabbed their chains and crouched.


    The door opened, and the girl with the staff fell into the room. Her clothes were torn and bloody. The two guards who had let us in were lying in a heap on the bridge outside the door. I stepped toward the girl.


    “No, Max, you mustn’t!” cried Anya.


    I sat on the floor next to the girl and held her head on my lap.


    “Who be this?” asked Cinn.


    “This is the girl who helped us escape some guards. She is amazing with her staff,” I replied.


    “Olmec, tend to the girl,” said Captain Cinn. Turning toward the two pirates nearest him, he ordered, “You two, drag those bodies in, get into their clothes, and stand outside. It’ll buy us a little time. Quickly.”


    The men moved quickly and quietly. An older pirate with white hair and a long beard tucked into his belt examined the girl in my lap. He cleaned the wounds with a rag and some water.


    “Ah . . . eh . . . it is not too deep,” said Olmec as he wiped the blood from her arm. “If I had my proper bag, I could stitch it. She’ll have a nasty scar, but she’ll be fine.”


    The girl’s eyes shot open and locked on Cinn.


    Anya was pacing. “We don’t have time for this. The guards are down, so let’s get out of here.”


    “She’s hurt,” I said. “She needs our help.”


    The girl didn’t flinch as Olmec continued to clean her wounds.


    Anya stooped down close to the girl. “You said earlier that you were looking for the sultan—that you had business with him. Is that true?”


    The girl stared silently.


    “Max, if she is a friend of the sultan’s, then she is no friend of ours.” Anya tried to pull me off the floor by my arm, but I resisted.


    “My name is Max. What’s yours?” I could see the terror in her silver eyes.


    “My name is Linzy.”


    “Well, Linzy,” said Cinn with some urgency, “Do ye feel good enough to move? Anya is correct. We need to be gettin’ out of here. Ye should know, if you double-twix us, ye will regret it—savvy?”


    Linzy nodded. Olmec helped her stand with the support of her staff.


    “I’ve an idea of how to escape,” said Cinn. “We must get to Prince Abad’s room.”


    “That sounds like a brilliant plan. Go right to the den of vipers,” said Anya.


    “Ye can either trust me or wait here for the guard—yer choice. Unless ye have a better plan?” Cinn flashed his brilliant smile.


    “Trust him,” I said to Anya. “It’s why we came here.”


    Anya shook her head. “This is crazy, Max. Lead the way . . . pirate.”


    Our large group crossed the bridge without being challenged. The crew left the manacles and chains on their arms without locking them. The two pirates in the guards’ uniforms led the way. Anya, Linzy, and I took the rear, while Cinn and Piers hid in the middle of the group. I believed fortune was on our side because the halls were clear.


    “Where is everyone?” I asked Anya.


    “Everyone must be at the banquet,” said Anya. “I’m sure Captain Amu is looking for us, and if they find the pirates have escaped, they will close all the ways in and out of the palace. I hope your friend knows what he’s doing.”


    After many twists and turns through the palace, we arrived at a large wooden door with carvings of animals dug deep into the surface. A big brass ring was set in the middle of the door. Cinn grabbed the ring, and as the door swung open, I saw that our good fortune had run out. The man with the broken nose stood with four heavily armed guards carrying large shields and spears.


    “What is the meaning of this?” demanded the injured guard, whom I assumed was Captain Amu. “Why have you brought the prisoners here?”


    “Prince Abad ordered us to bring them here,” said one of the disguised pirates. The man scanned our group, and he must have spied Linzy beside me.


    “There she is. Guards, get her!” ordered Amu.


    Amu’s guards held up their shields and moved forward. The pirates stepped aside to allow them to pass, but when they had made it about halfway through the group, the pirates sprang into action and attacked by wrapping their heavy chains around the guards.


    Amu reached for his sword. Cinn was prepared and blew Uko powder into his face. Amu roared and clawed at his eyes. Piers grabbed Amu with one arm and wrapped a chain around him with the other. Amu went down with a thwump!


    One of the guards wriggled out of the chains and scurried back down the hallway, escaping. I stood next to the wall, with Anya and Linzy by my side. Linzy crouched with her staff raised in front of her.


    Once the guards were secured, we moved inside the chamber while Piers bolted the double doors from the inside. Abad’s chamber was richly furnished and smelled of sweet incense.


    Just then, we heard the loud clanging of bells, and the ground beneath us vibrated from the sound. The escaped guard must have raised the alarm.


    “That could have gone better,” said Anya. “Now what do we do?”


    There was pounding on the door and the sound of something heavy chopping into the wood.


    Cinn pulled a tapestry off the far wall and uncovered a stone wall. “I’m surprised ye didn’t think of this, Anya.”


    Anya’s eyebrows raised. The door made a loud cracking sound.


    Cinn pushed three stones of the wall inward, and there was a loud click. Piers shoved against the wall with his shoulder, and a section of it swung back.


    “A secret door!” I exclaimed.


    “The servants use hidden corridors to move between the rooms unseen to clean and bring food,” Cinn explained as we hurried through the open panel. “I played in these hallways as a lad. We can use them to escape to the Pig.”


    We made it into a small dark corridor before the guards finished breaking down the door.


    Cinn pointed at some gears inset into the wall. “Can someone break those for me?” Linzy spun her staff and smashed the gears. There was a sound of something heavy hitting the ceiling above our heads.


    “That should prevent them from getting through, but we need to keep moving. Soon all the guards in the palace will be trying to break down the door.”


    Cinn led the way with a lantern that was hanging from a hook. We descended at a sharp incline until we came to a fork.


    “The right goes toward the kitchens,” announced Cinn. “The one to the left leads to the sewers on the far side of the docks. We might have to swim to the Pig.”


    Anya grabbed my hand and said, “Very clever, pirate. The best of luck to you.” She steered us toward the right-hand passage.


    “Wait right there, miss. Where are ye takin’ the boy?” asked Cinn.


    “I swore an oath to his father to protect Max until I can get him safely back to—”


    Cinn and his crew moved to block us.


    “To who?” prompted Cinn.


    “To his father.”


    “Maybe you haven’t heard, but Nicholas Daybreaker is dead.”


    The mention of dad’s name was like a punch in the gut, but then I realized I had not had time to tell Cinn about the letter with the strange numbers. It didn’t prove he was still alive, but it did show that something bigger was going on.


    “He’s not dead,” said Anya. “Last week I helped him escape from Harsu. That was when he had me take an oath.”


    “An oath. What kind of oath does a maid make?” Cinn stopped and eyed her intently. “Let me see your wrist.”


    “Why should I?”


    “Because I asked politely. Ye see, I also made a promise—to Bettina, the boy’s mother—to keep him safe. Now would you please . . . show me your wrist.”


    Anya pulled up her shirt sleeve, and tattooed on her wrist was a small honeybee.


    “Ah, I knew it. You work for the Thieves Guild. So what are ye, a spy and assassin?”


    “That’s none of your business, Captain Cinn. I appreciate what you’ve done to get us this far; now, please step aside and allow me to get Max to a safe place away from the palace.”


    Linzy casually moved closer to us. She was still pretty, even with her bruised face. She caught me looking at her and smiled a bit. I immediately turned away, and my face warmed.


    “The boy is safe with me,” argued Cinn. “If Nicholas knew that Bettina was missing, he would agree that I was his best chance of finding her.”


    I was tired of being called “the boy.” No one was asking me who I intended to follow. I was almost a man, and this was my decision, not theirs.


    I opened my mouth to protest when I noticed Linzy grip her staff tightly. I was unsure of her intentions, but I needed to do something quickly, or someone might get hurt.


    “You are both right,” I interrupted.


    “What’s that?” asked Cinn.


    “Anya must protect me because she promised my dad, and you agreed to protect me because of your promise to my mom. I believe I need both of you to find my family. So, what do you say we go together?”


    “Well, er . . . I don’t know,” said Cinn.


    “Max is right,” spoke up Linzy. Her grip on her staff had loosened. “He needs both of you. I’ll come with you too, Max. I need to escape the palace, and so our purposes are aligned for the moment. Besides, none of you has done a good job of protecting him, so I believe he’ll need me too.” She winked at me. I blushed.


    “Who are ye, exactly?” asked Cinn.


    “I’m Linzy of the Northern Frost Clan.”


    “North, where?” Cinn pressed.


    “Arctus,” she said coolly.


    “Arctus?” Cinn laughed. “That is a made-up place. Don’t play games with me, girl. I ain’t saying I haven’t heard tales of Ice Palace—but I ain’t ever met anyone from there. If it actually exists.”


    “Now you have,” replied Linzy.


    “Only if ye be an honest girl, and we have not determined that.”


    The two of them stared at each other intently. I was more worried about Cinn than the girl after witnessing what she could do with her staff.


    “Why are you here? Why did the guards come after you?” Anya asked. Linzy stared at her with silent indifference.


    “It’s okay. I trust them,” I offered.


    “Why would I trust any of you?” said Linzy. “You were locked up in chains, so you must be criminals.”


    “We be Spice Pirates, and as ye say, criminals, but only in the eyes of the Spice Guild. I gather ye aren’t in the sultan’s favor?”


    “I’m here on a diplomatic mission,” said Linzy in a huffy tone. “Maybe I will wait to plead my case to Sultan Ubu when I meet him. I’m sure it has all been a misunderstanding.”


    “I applaud yer form of diplomacy using yer staff,” Cinn chuckled. “Ye broke the nose of the captain of the guard. I should pay you a pound of fine spice for that—he deserved it. Sultan Ubu is not a very forgiving man and not one to deliberate over matters for very long. The only hope ye have of mercy is that he orders a quick execution. That is if Amu doesn’t get to ye first. I would have loved watching ye break his nose.”


    That produced the slightest of grins on Linzy’s face.


    “We can’t stand here all day,” said Anya. “There are other ways into these hallways.”


    “Agreed. So what do ye propose?”


    “I propose we work together and get out of here,” I said.


    Cinn glanced down the passage and stroked his beard a moment.


    “Agreed,” Cinn said, spitting into his hand and holding it out. Anya and Linzy did the same, and they all stacked their hands.


    “Do you people do anything without spitting? It’s disgusting,” I said. Linzy laughed in earnest and smiled at me. My heart fluttered a little.


    “Where my captain goes, I go,” said the mountain-sized Piers. It was a comfort to have someone as large and powerful as Piers in our company. He spat in his hand and slapped it on top of Cinn’s. I supposed it was my turn. I spat on my hand and faced away as I placed it on top of the pile of hands. So gross.


    “So be it,” said Cinn. “What is your plan then, Anya?”


    “We need to get to the docks and find Three-Eyed Sally,” replied Anya. “She’ll know what to do.”


    Cinn’s eyes got wide. “Oh . . . I don’t know about that . . .”


    “Do you think you can just walk onto your ship and sail away with no fuss?” challenged Anya. “We need help.”


    “Who is Three-Eyed Sally?” I asked.


    “Oh, Master Max, yer in for a treat. Well, maybe not a treat. Sal is a salty old bird.”


    “Are we going?” Anya was pacing again.


    “Aye. Olmec, I will leave ye in charge of the crew. We need to find a way to get to the ship and escape. Take the crew and find somewhere to hide. Once we have a plan, I will send fer ye.”


    “Aye, captain,” said Olmec with a salute. He turned to the rest of the crew and said, “All right, you scurvy dogs; let’s get moving.” The men marched silently toward the docks as our small group turned toward the kitchens.

  


  
    Chapter Nine



    We made our way through the palace kitchens. Pots were boiling, and the smell of roasting meat lay thick in the air. Servants and chefs moved with purpose around the kitchen—plating foods, turning meat on spits, and pulling bread out of stone ovens. No one paid attention to us. Anya led us to a storeroom full of wooden boxes, pots, pans, and other cooking supplies. She pulled out some boxes that were piled in the corner and produced different-sized desert outfits for us to wear.


    “Here, put these on. You two look like pirates.” Anya handed Piers and Cinn some tan outfits that were similar to what I was wearing. She continued rummaging around until she pulled out an outfit made from a smoother, silk-like material. She handed it to Linzy and said, “This should fit you. Be quick and change, and then we can leave through the delivery door.”


    Anya helped the pirates with their turbans and their face cloths.


    “What are those called?” I asked.


    “They are called sheilabs. They help you breathe in the desert and keep your lips and mouth moist. The desert can be arid and dusty.”


    Linzy stepped behind some stacked crates and changed into her new clothes. Instead of turbans, Anya and Linzy wore matching silk headcovers and sheilabs.


    “Everyone must keep their face covered. If any of us are recognized . . . Well, I don’t have to tell you what happens after that,” warned Anya.


    We waited in the shadows near the back door of the kitchen. The door opened, and men carrying overflowing baskets of bread pushed through to the kitchen, speaking a language I didn’t recognize. Before the door closed, we silently slipped out into the Shafara market.


    Two guards stood near the kitchen exit, and Anya nodded to them as we passed unhindered.


    When we were in the street, I moved closer to Anya. “Why didn’t the guards stop us when we came through the door? The bells are still ringing, but they didn’t even seem to look at us.”


    “I can answer that question, Master Max,” said Cinn as he caught up to us. Piers and Linzy walked behind us, looking everywhere. Linzy had her staff, and Piers had his enormous hands for weapons.


    “She is a spy, or perhaps an assassin, for the Thieves Guild,” Cinn said. “Pirates are part of the guild, but we don’t deal with their kind. They kill for pay and can’t be trusted. They blend into the cities they work in and often bribe guards. They always have some sort of exit plan when things go wrong. That is why she had those clothes stored and winked our way past the guards. I understand why yer dad sent her to protect ye. She’s a highly paid killer.”


    I shifted my body closer to Linzy as we walked, but my eyes never left Anya.


    “That will be about enough of that, Captain Cinn,” Anya said. “You have your way of living, and I have mine. I will protect Max with my life, but there is no sense in scaring him.”


    People buzzed around us—shouting and laughing, singing, and stumbling. Mixed into the scent of cooking meat and roasting vegetables was the stench of unwashed bodies and rotting trash. The scene had seemed inviting from the prince’s carriage, but now that I was in the mass of people, I wanted to be somewhere quiet.


    “Is it far?” I asked.


    “Sal’s place is down in the docks,” said Cinn.


    “You are friends with Sal? I don’t recall her mentioning you,” said Anya with a sidelong glance at Cinn.


    “Ah, yes. I’m not sure she’ll be happy to see me, though.” Cinn cleared his throat a couple of times. “We knew each other a long time ago when I lived here in Harsu. When I left, I think I broke her heart.”


    “You’re a real charmer, aren’t you, Cinn?” asked Anya.


    “Aye, I have a certain charm with the ladies—don’t I, Piers?”


    “Oh, yes, Captain. I spend most of the day keeping the ladies away from you; they are so enchanted by you,” Piers replied in his usual monotone.


    “I hear the words, Piers, but they don’t seem convincin’,” retorted Cinn.


    “Oh, no, Captain. The ladies are so in love with you that I have chests full of their letters written about their broken hearts, just waiting for you to open,” said Piers.


    I laughed a little. Piers was a giant barbarian of a man, and he had a great sense of sarcasm.


    “Why do I even ask fer yer support, Piers?”


    “Because you enjoy our banter, sir?” replied Piers.


    “Eh, never mind all that. My affair with Sal was long ago, and I’m sure she has forgiven me.”


    “I’m sure she has, sir,” replied Piers, and I could swear I heard snickering from under his sheilab.


    We walked into a dockside tavern called the Salty Seagull. On a sign above the door was a crude painting of a seagull holding a mug, its eyes facing two different directions.


    “Stay close to me, Max,” said Cinn. “This is no place for a boy, but it’s where we can find Sal.”


    “I’ll be fine.” I held my head up high. “You need to stop treating me like a helpless child. I’m almost a man.”


    Cinn examined me up and down, his eyes squinting. “Nope, still a boy.”


    I huffed.


    The tavern was full of Spice Guild sailors. I recognized their uniforms and the three-leaf insignia on their collars. I didn’t recognize any of the men or women in the tavern. I breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Let’s go into the back so you can take off your sheilabs and eat while we wait. We will be safe and undisturbed.” Anya winked at the tavern keeper as we pushed past a curtain into a small room. It had windows open to the Middle Sea, and the salty breeze brushed against my face once I removed my sheilab. The sensation was pleasant at first, but soon my cheeks began to sting from the cool air.


    “Make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be right back,” said Anya.


    Linzy sat down beside me and propped up her staff within arm’s reach.


    “Tell me about your staff, Linzy,” I said.


    Linzy handed me the staff, and it was heavier than I’d imagined. There were carvings of people in coats and bears running from them.


    “It’s called a glatony,” Linzy explained. “It is made from the tusk of a piercing seal.”


    “I’ve heard of piercing seals, but I’ve never seen one,” said Cinn. “A small tusk is displayed in a tavern in Flint Town, but I’ve never seen one so long or straight as yours. Where did ye say ye be from again?”


    “I told you—Arctus.” Linzy huffed a little as she said it.


    “Since we are in this together,” said Cinn, “I think it is about time you tell us yer tale, lass.”


    Linzy gazed out the window toward the horizon.


    “It’s okay. Really. Cinn can be trusted,” I said.


    Linzy took a deep breath. “I traveled to Jade Palace to save my kingdom. A Djinn has taken it over,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. Piers stopped pacing and sat down hard in the chair next to me.


    “Did you say a Djinn?” Piers asked.


    Before she could answer, Anya returned. She had a tray full of food in one hand and mugs in the other. The smell of fried fish made my mouth water. Next to the fish were roasted root vegetables and a large loaf of bread with butter.


    “Eat up, everyone,” said Anya. “The food here is delicious. The cook is a Spicer.”


    “Ah, Cress be still here? He’s what—a hundred years old?” asked Cinn.


    “Two hundred, by my reckoning.” Anya laughed a little. No one moved to fill their plates.


    “What’s the problem?” Anya put her hands on her hips. “We are wanted criminals now. Eating some spiced food is the least of our worries.”


    “It’s not the food, lass,” replied Cinn. “Linzy, here, was telling us a fantastic story about a Djinn in her fairytale kingdom.”


    “It’s a real place, and I assure you the Djinn is real,” said Linzy defiantly. Still, no one touched their food. I didn’t want to be rude, but I helped myself to some of the fish. It crunched when I bit into it, and it made any fish I had ever tasted bland by comparison. The taste of salt and vinegar stood out. A perfect combination.


    Anya drank deeply from her mug, and others were passed around. Linzy asked for water, and I got the same. Everyone else had some sort of dark ale.


    “Continue your tale,” encouraged Anya.


    “It happened a few weeks ago during the new moon period. While everyone was asleep, a Djinn slipped into the palace and brought a small army of men with him. Except they weren’t normal men. Their skin was grey, and they were impossible to kill.”


    The Twilight Army, I thought. Just like Cinn had described.


    “They were silent and killed the entire royal family—all but the princess. The Djinn was like dark smoke when it moved, without a solid form. It tore apart anyone who got in its way. With every person it killed, it became more solid until it was the shape of a man—a Djinn. His skin was the color of fireplace ash. He wore large saggy pants and nothing more. His eyes burned with green flame. The Djinn grabbed the king and demanded the location of the Midnight Jewel. When the king couldn’t answer, the Djinn killed him.”


    “Your description of a dark shadowy figure sounds like the thing those two sots in Paradisi described grabbing Bettina,” said Cinn. Piers nodded in agreement. Cinn nervously stroked his beard.


    Linzy continued her story. “Those of us who survived escaped to a small ship. The wind was in our favor, and we put some distance between the Djinn and us. I felt the presence of that thing following us. I can’t explain it other than that I could feel it reaching for me over the water. Our small group made it to Flint Town, where my companions wait for me. They aren’t warriors or sailors, only a handful of loyal servants. I jumped on a merchant ship bound for Harsu.”


    “Why Harsu?” asked Cinn.


    “This is where those horrible demons, the Djinn, were created, is it not? The Frost Clan may be cut off from the rest of the world, but we do know our history. Our people suffered under the tyranny of those monsters until our protectors, the snow bears, came.”


    “Snow bears exist? Are they the scary creatures I’ve heard they are?” I asked.


    Dad used to talk about the snow bears living beyond the Ice Flows. He said they were gigantic, fierce creatures that no animal or human dared approach. One swipe of their paw could kill a man instantly.


    “Yes, in some ways, but they are not the bloodthirsty creatures people imagine them to be,” replied Linzy.


    “Why were the guards after ye, if ye were here asking fer help?” asked Cinn.


    “When I arrived, I found a palace guard and asked about getting an audience with Sultan Ubu. The guard told me to wait at the washerwomen’s house. A couple of hours later, the master of the Spice Guild met me. He asked my business, and I told him that I had come from Arctus and that a Djinn had killed the royal family. I tried to explain that I needed the sultan’s help.” She snapped her fingers. “Harim! That was his name. He had the demeanor of a cold-water eel.”


    I couldn’t agree with her more. Harim had the handshake of an eel too.


    “Harim said I was lying because there were no more Djinn in the world,” Linzy continued. “He said Arctus was a myth. He accused me of being a spy sent to kill Sultan Ubu. Four large guardsmen grabbed me and dragged me to Harim’s suite in the Jade Palace.”


    “How did you get away?” I asked.


    “I was not captive long because once the guard came close enough, I snatched my glatony and escaped. I was trying to find my way to the sultan when you first met me.”


    She was the bravest girl I had ever met.


    “Nicholas was right. The Djinn have returned,” said Anya.


    “Dad knew about the Djinn?”


    “Yes. Nicholas tried to convince Prince Abad that he had proof they had been released and were gathering their strength once again.”


    “What was his proof?” asked Cinn.


    “Let me see your pack, Max,” said Anya. I handed it over. Anya glanced around and made sure no one was standing behind the curtain. She reached into the pack and pulled out a marble-sized stone the color of jade.


    “What be that?” asked Cinn.


    “This is Green Spice,” said Anya. There was an audible gasp around the table.


    “How is that proof?” I peered at it closely. It didn’t seem to be dangerous.


    “No one has seen Green Spice for three centuries. The mines below the Jade Palace are sealed. Nicholas said there was more of it—much more of it—in the eastern part of the Niman Jungle. He saw a Djinn using it to rebuild their Twilight Army.”


    “Dad saw a Djinn? And he escaped?” His legend was growing. He had been a terrific dad before, but now he was a hero from some bard’s ballad.


    “He said he barely got away,” replied Anya.


    “What did Prince Abad say when he heard about the Djinn?” asked Cinn.


    “Nicholas never got to tell the prince. Harim poisoned the sultan’s ear—he accused Nicolas of being a traitor and a liar, and under the guild code, he had Nicolas imprisoned.”


    I gasped. Prince Abad knew my dad was in prison—so it was strange that he’d acted as if he was dead. The Spice Guild had sent Mom a flag and a month’s wages to comfort us in our loss. Lies, all of it!


    “I helped your dad escape, and that is when he gave me that letter,” explained Anya. “He mentioned something about a Midnight Jewel and made me swear to protect you. He said now that the Djinn were loose, you and your mom were in danger. Not long after that, the prince sailed with the Golden Viper to retrieve you and your mom.”


    Questions filled my head, one on top of the other.


    “Where did Dad go, and when can I see him?”


    Anya’s eyes dropped to the floor, and her shoulders slumped. “Nicholas was supposed to go to the Spice Islands and meet some contacts there, but I received word that he never made it. I don’t know where he is.”


    My stomach dropped.


    “So, he is truly lost?” I felt defeated. I found out my father had not died at sea, and now there was a chance he had after all.


    “He escaped on his ship with a small crew loyal to him. No one knows what happened, but there is a chance he is in hiding. Harim set a high bounty on his head.”


    My fists tightened, and heat slithered up my body. “Do all adults lie? Do they think they are protecting me by not telling me the truth?”


    “We will find him, I promise,” said Anya.


    “You promise? How can you promise anything? You don’t even know he’s alive!” My skin prickled, and the air around me rippled. The four people at the table coughed and held their throats. I knew I was causing it, but I didn’t care. They deserved what was coming to them. They were all liars.


    Linzy narrowed her eyes at me. She grabbed her mug and threw water in my face. The shock of the cold liquid stopped the energy flow within me, and I yelped.


    Everyone gasped for air in big gulps.


    “What was that?” asked Anya.


    “That was the same feeling I got when we were in Paradisi,” said Cinn. “Ye were upset then. At the time, I thought I was weak from not eatin’. But now that my belly is full, I be thinking differently.”


    “I . . . I think maybe it is me,” I admitted. “But I don’t know why—I swear. Do you know what this is?”


    “You changed,” said Linzy. “Something in your eyes shifted like a shadow passing a window, and then your skin reddened. But I wasn’t affected like the others. Why?”


    “I guess it’s because I’m not mad at you like I am at them. You haven’t lied to me—at least I don’t think you have. The power comes out when I’m upset or scared, and it’s usually directed toward the people I’m upset with.”


    Red welts turned to pink on my arms.


    “That is good to know—I’ll make sure I don’t make ye mad at me.” Cinn tapped his chin and added, “That’ll be a tough promise to keep, I assure ye.”


    “I think this has some connection to my skin condition,” I said. “Since I was little, I haven’t been able to tolerate the cold. It leaves welts on my skin. They become so bad that I have trouble breathing. Mom is so worried about me. She keeps me home all the time because she’s worried I’ll get sick again. I hate it. Now, when that power is released, the same rash appears. I’m sorry I hurt you. When that power starts building, I can’t control myself—I just want people to get away from me. I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry . . .”


    Linzy came over and put her arm around me. “It’s okay, Max. It’s okay.”


    I fought back tears, but I was unsuccessful. Everyone stared at me with what I guessed was fear—everyone except Linzy. I may have misjudged Linzy—at first, she had seemed distant and cold, but now her arm around me felt warm and comforting. I misjudged her.


    “Do you think I will ever find them? My parents? Do you think they are out somewhere in the three seas looking for me?”


    “I’m sure of it, and I promise I won’t leave your side until we find them,” said Linzy. “I lost my family, and I won’t ever see them again. I know the pain you’re feeling, and so I will be there for you.”


    “Aye, we are all here for ye, Master Max,” added Cinn. He stroked his beard a couple of times before continuing. “Your power, Max . . . can be dangerous. We will try to figure out what it is and how to control it. I do worry that others might try to use that power to their advantage, so it is best not to talk about this any further—at least for the moment. Perhaps ye could warn us the next time it’s coming, savvy?”


    “Yes . . . I can do that.” I wiped away my tears and smiled. My smile traveled to all the faces in the room—until I looked toward the doorway. There stood one of the strangest and angriest women I had ever seen in my life.


    “You’ve some nerve coming back here, you rogue,” she barked.


    “Hi, Sal. It’s been a long time. It be a delight to see ye,” said Cinn in a nervous voice.


    “The delight is all yours,” said Sal. “I told you what I would do if I ever saw your face again.”


    “Yes,” said Cinn. “Ye might have mentioned it.”


    Piers’s body was shaking with laughter, and he covered his mouth with his hand. “Oh, this is goin’ to be good,” he said with a snicker.

  


  
    Chapter Ten



    Sal was short—even shorter than me—with large, round arms. She had a plump face and a large mole in the center of her forehead. Perhaps that is why they called her Three-Eyed Sally. There were creases in the corners of her eyes and around her mouth that indicated she liked to smile and laugh, but at that moment, she was doing neither. She wore a bib covered in blood smears. A strong smell of fish wafted from her, and she stared at Cinn with a look of disdain that bordered on murder.


    “How low we have fallen, Anya, to be standing next to that . . . that . . . pirate,” Sal said. “I don’t know what your business is, but I ain’t interested.”


    As she turned to go, I ran to her, grabbed her wrist to stop her, and felt a shock like I did when I touched my mom after walking across a wool rug. She spun back to look at me with all three of her eyes. It wasn’t a mole on her head after all—it was a third eye, and it was staring at me. I immediately let go of her and stepped back. There was a collective gasp behind me.


    “What in the three seas? That’s why they call you Three-Eyed Sally?” Cinn had a look of horror on his face. “I . . . I kissed you once. You never told me you had that . . .”


    Cinn’s face turned pale, and he put his hand to his mouth. Sally’s mouth drooped as she looked at the ground. “I hate that name, Cornelius Cinn. I kept it from you and everyone else because of the way you are looking at me right now—like I’m some sort of monster.”


    Sal’s third eye stretched toward me. “I usually have control of my third eye,” she said, brows furrowed. “But when that boy touched me, I felt power go through me, and my eye opened out of my control. What are you?”


    “I-I’m sorry,” I stuttered. “I didn’t mean it. I just didn’t want you to leave. We need your help.”


    My answer seemed to satisfy her. Her third eye pulled back into her head, and the skin around it closed like an eyelid.


    “A fine day this has turned out to be,” said Sally. She sat down on one of the benches and poured herself a drink. “Anya, you sent for me. The boy’s got my attention. I ain’t saying I’ll help you, but I’ll listen. You’ve a couple of kids here, so I know this ain’t good, and I ain’t gonna like it.”


    “We need your help getting the Pig back,” said Cinn.


    “I wasn’t talking to you,” said Sally. “So, if you don’t mind—”


    “It’s my parents,” I jumped in. “They’re missing, and Captain Cinn and his crew are helping me find them. We found out that Dad is alive—although I never thought he was dead—and now the prince, he is a liar, and he took the Saucy Pig, and we need—”


    “Slow down there, boy. Introductions first. My name is Sally Frizzella. My friends call me Sal. And you are?”


    “Max Daybreaker,” I said, holding out my hand. Sal glanced at it but didn’t shake it.


    “You are not what you appear to be, Little Bear,” said Sal. My heart jumped.


    “How . . . Why . . .” I trailed off. “Mom calls me Little Bear. How did you know that?”


    “I know a great number of things about you, Max. Things you don’t even know about yourself,” she said. Sal’s eyes stayed locked on me for a few more moments before turning toward Linzy. “Now,” she said. “Let’s have a closer look at you.”


    Linzy obediently walked over and sat down in a chair across the table. Sal leaned in, and her third eye stretched toward Linzy. After several hmms and aahs, with the occasional “that’s fascinating,” Sal’s eye once again retreated.


    “Who are you, girl?” asked Sal. I believed Sal already knew the answer, like she knew my nickname, but asked rhetorically anyway.


    “I’m Linzy of the Northern Frost Clan. I’m servant to the royal family,” Linzy said.


    “You, my girl, are a liar,” said Sal in a matter-of-fact voice.


    “I knew it . . .” Linzy was smiling, which seemed odd to me since she’d just been accused of lying. “My dad used to tell me stories, but I never believed them. You’re a Trueseer.”


    “You mean like the ones who served the sultans during the Malamud dynasty?” I asked. “I read about them in my book. It never mentioned they had . . . uh . . . an extra eye.”


    “It is their third eye that sees a person’s past and future,” replied Linzy.


    “That means you can help us. You must know where my parents are. You’ve got to tell us. Please,” I said.


    “No.”


    “What do you mean, no?” asked Anya.


    “I told you I’d listen, and now I’m done. This boy has a path that is dark and dangerous. And that girl is pretending to be something she isn’t. Cinn, over there—well, any woman can see he’s a liar and a rogue. Piers, there—his secrets are deep and dark. Then there is you, Anya. You are the biggest liar of any of them. I’m not going to help you. I’m not for hire.”

    I couldn’t keep up. Everyone had a secret, yet we were supposed to be working together.


    “And for the record, my family weren’t consultants to the Malamuds,” Sal added. “They were slaves. They used us for generations. The sultan asked my great-great-great-grandmother if he should go into the Niman Jungle to beseech the Witch Queen’s help. Granny said yes, even though she saw the Malamud’s death. It would mean freedom for her and her family. Unfortunately, Trueseers can only see possible futures, not ones set in stone. Granny thought the Witch Queen would kill them, but instead, the Malamuds were transformed into those terrible Djinn creatures. When the Djinn rose in power, they had their Twilight Army hunt and kill most of my kin. Only a few of us remain. It is too dangerous to defy the sultan and expose myself and my kin. We are all gone, for all the world knows, and I aim to keep it that way. So my answer is no, I can’t help you.”


    “Fish,” blurted Linzy.


    “Fish?” Sal’s brow knitted.


    “Yes, fish,” repeated Linzy. “Cinn told me you were one of the finest fishmongers in all of Harsu.”


    I recalled that Cinn had told us she was a fishmonger, but nothing beyond that. I was curious to see what Linzy was going to say since Sal could recognize lies.


    “Cinn says many a thing, and most of it is untrue. But he does speak true about my desire for the finest catches.”


    “Ah, but have you tasted the fish from the northern ice flows? They are mild and luscious. And some of the Raku Redfish have weighed three hundred pounds.”


    Sal’s third eye poked out and moved toward Linzy. It moved around as if looking at her from different angles.


    “I’ve heard the fish from the northern seas are delicious, but they are hard to find. Even if we could haul one in, I’d need fishing rights up there. I hear the fishermen of the Flint Town are not people you want to cross and are very protective of those waters. Even the Spice Guild avoids fishing there,” said Sal.


    “You heard right, Sal,” said Linzy. “What if I could not only tell you where to troll, but I could secure you those fishing rights? Why, you would be the most sought-after fishmonger of the three seas.”


    “Aye, but how could a simple lass such as yourself help her do that?” asked Cinn.


    “You might want to refer to her as Your Highness,” said Sal with a spreading grin.


    “Your Highness? Why? She is a girl that . . . Oh, you little sneak.” Cinn was grinning his tooth-filled grin.


    “What is happening?” I asked Piers as I leaned in toward him. I tried to keep my voice down so I wouldn’t interrupt the others. “Why is everyone smiling?”


    “Don’t you see, Master Max? She wasn’t a servant of the royal court of the Northern Frost Clan. She is the princess—no, the queen of Arctus.”


    “What?” I put my hand over my mouth. This was a turn of events that I had not expected. Linzy’s secret was that she was a queen! That was a big secret. I felt stupid for acting so weird around her; she must think me a baby.


    “I apologize, Your Highness,” said Sal with a slight bow of her head. “You honor me with your offer, even though I don’t deserve it.”


    “My offer is not free. I’m afraid I must insist on your assistance,” said Linzy.


    “I don’t want to be rude, Your Highness, but I’m not sure you understand the situation,” said Sal.


    “Do you remember the story of the liberation of Tyreen?” interrupted Linzy.


    “I read about that,” I offered. “The Twilight Army searched the three seas for the Trueseers and eventually landed on the island of Tyreen. That was where the last of the Trueseers had fled. In my book, it said that they found the Trueseers and killed them.”


    “That is not exactly what happened, or we wouldn’t be talking to Sal now,” said Linzy. The rest of the group stared with an expression of curiosity.


    “My kin had nowhere to go and were trapped,” said Sal. “A small vessel from the Arctus arrived at the same time to sell fish and to trade. My kin were running along the beach, trying to escape, when one of the fishermen saw them and called them to his boat. The fisherman felt sorry for my kin and offered to help them. They hid under the fish in the deck below and didn’t come out until he had told them they were safe.”


    “During the Djinn Wars, my people were feared,” said Linzy. “The Djinn and the Twilight Army never attacked them because they were protected by the snow bears and a powerful sorcerer named Agus the Just. The Twilight Army was vulnerable to the snow bears’ claws, so they avoided confrontation with the Northern Frost Clan. The blockade of Twilight Army ships surrounding the island allowed the fisherman to leave and never checked his boat.”


    “My kin were thankful,” replied Sal. “They made a promise to the Northern Frost Clan. Should they ever need help, the Trueseers would answer.”


    Cinn’s eyes were wide open now, and he seemed to be holding his breath. Anya and Piers were harder to read; their expressions seemed thoughtful.


    “I thought it was a beautiful story and made my dad repeat it so many times that I memorized it,” said Linzy. “So here we are, Sal. As the queen of the Northern Frost Clan, I’m calling upon you to help my friends and me in our time of need.”


    Sal slammed her fist on the table so hard that a couple of the mugs spilled all over the floor.


    “Curse you, child,” growled Sal. “After this request, my kin’s obligation to you is done. I see some dire times ahead for you. Be careful what you ask for, Queen Linzy. Favors have consequences.”


    “I understand. Once you fulfill your promise, you and your kin are released from your oath—forever. The debt of your bloodline will be paid,” said Linzy.


    Sal spat on her hand and held it out to Linzy. Linzy paused before spitting in her hand and shaking. Everyone let out a collective exhalation, and the tension in the room faded.


    Before Sal would let go, she said, “You will honor your promise of the fishing rights, too?”


    “Of course,” exclaimed Linzy. I could tell she tried to withdraw her hand, but Sally held fast.


    “Some of you will not complete your journey, and others here will betray the fellowship. Secrets have a way of getting out, and when they do—not if, but when they do—you will question everything you know and everyone you love. Are you ready to begin?”


    After that opening, I wanted to raise my hand and say, “No, I’m good. I’m going to leave now,” but I didn’t have a choice. I was willing to risk my life to save my parents. I didn’t have any deep, dark secrets that I knew of, and I would never betray my friends.


    “Follow me,” said Sal.


    We followed Sal back to the docks, arriving at a stall where three men were cutting fish with long, thin, curved knives. Their hands moved quickly, and the fish guts were thrown to the seagulls and pelicans nearby.


    A small fishing boat bobbed in the water and was tied to the mooring on the dock. Two fishermen almost as big as Piers cleaned the decks with rags. They had large moles on their foreheads like Sal. The pair looked up and stared at Sal for a long moment. Even though no words were exchanged, the men nodded and climbed off the boat.


    “My brothers will keep the guild off our trail,” said Sal.


    “Where are we going?” asked Cinn.


    “We are sailing to Kolora,” said Sal. “I assume you flat-footed fowl can help me steer the Urchin. It will take us a couple of days to sail there, and I can’t manage it myself.”


    “Aye, we can help ye, but why are we sailing south? We need to meet with my men and free the Saucy Pig.”


    “And then where will you go?” asked Sal.


    “Well, I . . . I had not thought of that yet,” said Cinn.


    “Exactly, which is why we are going to Kolora. If you try to take the Pig now, you’ll be captured by the royal guard,” said Sal as she pushed the fishing boat away from the dock. “Before you take back your ship, you need to know where you are going. There is no point in taking that boy on your boat and roaming aimlessly around the three seas.”


    “Won’t the Kolorans turn us in?” asked Anya.


    “The Kolorans have no love for the sultan or the guild. They trade fresh spring water but are treated like slaves by the Spice Guild. Kolorans helped Sultan Ubu during the Djinn Wars, but he treats them like they owe him. Trust me—they will help us. Piers and Cinn, please grab those ropes. We need to catch the wind before the tide goes out.”


    Cinn and Piers stood on each side of the small vessel and pulled ropes hard and quick. With each tug, the sails rose on both sides of the center mast.


    “I don’t understand why we are going there,” I said.


    “The Kolorans will equip us with what you will need to make your way through the Niman Jungle.”


    “You aren’t suggesting we see . . . her, are you?” asked Anya.


    “Who?” I asked. “Can you speak straight instead of in riddles?”


    “Calita, the Witch Queen. You need to see her, Max, and she’ll tell you where your parents are.”


    “Maybe . . . if she doesn’t eat us first,” I said.


    “Perhaps. I can’t see past your meeting. The Witch Queen is much more powerful in the magic arts and sees things even Trueseers can’t about the future. She is your best hope. And she’s expecting you.”


    “Oh . . . This sounds better and better,” said Cinn.


    The wind caught the sails, and the boat lurched. I almost fell, but Linzy caught me. She was using her staff for balance. The two of us were standing nearly nose-to-nose. I turned my gaze away and regained my balance. My face felt flushed.


    “What do you know about the Witch Queen?” I asked Sal. “Have you ever met her?”


    “No, but I’ve heard many tales,” replied Sal. “Some believe the Witch Queen was here when the first men took their first steps on the island kingdoms. Others believe she is a goddess from the sea and takes the form of a living woman. She can be kind—and she can be cruel. You never know which side you might meet when you encounter her.”


    I hoped we would meet the generous Witch Queen. She might decide to turn us into some horrible creatures like the Djinn. I grabbed Linzy’s hand without thinking, and she looked down at me with a warm smile. “Be brave, Max. I believe the Witch Queen can help me avenge my family, and she can help you find yours. We are in this together.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven



    The next two days passed quickly. We sailed down the coast and fished along the way. Meals were simple—the catch of the day and whatever else we had on our small vessel. Cinn added a little pinch of this or that to season our food.


    On the first night, Linzy sang us songs—beautiful descriptions of the ice and the night sky’s colors in her land. She sang of love, happiness, and loss—joyful songs of successful seal hunts and tragic tales of lost warriors. My favorite was the ballad of the snow bears. It told how a majestic snow bear saved a young girl who had followed her father on a hunt. She was too young, and he had forbidden her to go, but she loaded a sled with her two dogs and followed him. The ice broke beneath the sled, and the girl floated far into the Ice Flows. A snow bear heard her cries and rescued her by allowing her and her dogs to ride on his back. He then delivered her to the village, and snow bears and men have been friends ever since.


    “Have you seen a snow bear?” I asked Linzy as we snuggled under a blanket on the deck. It was a moonless sky, and the stars shone brightly above us. The boat gently rocked in the breeze.


    “I believe so,” said Linzy. “I was too young to remember them. They stopped visiting the palace years ago. We could have used their protection against the Djinn, who killed my family.”


    I didn’t know what to say, so I allowed the silence to remain between us. I could have sat forever on the deck of the ship listening to Linzy’s tales. She was brave and beautiful. I enjoyed being close to her and felt awkward at the same time. I wasn’t sure if she looked at me like a little brother or as something else. Perhaps, when I got a chance, I could ask Cinn what I should do. For now, I enjoyed her company and listening to her tell me about her home.


    “All I know about snow bears is that there was an accident with my older brother, and he died,” said Linzy.


    “Oh, no—that is terrible. I’m sorry,” I said.


    “It’s okay,” replied Linzy. “Dad was so angry that he decreed that the snow bear clan be banished. The snow bears have protected our lands forever, but dad was so heartbroken he couldn’t see reason.”


    Linzy fiddled with her braid. “My dad wasn’t a mean or cruel man, but . . . I don’t think he loved me like he did Eldred. When the Djinn killed him, it broke my heart. I have vowed to avenge my family, but I’m not sure I want to rule Arctus as their queen. If I abdicate the throne, my uncle, King Floren of Tyreen, will take over. He has always wanted the throne and used to get into terrible fights with my dad over who should be in charge. I might let him have it.”


    Linzy’s eyes glistened, but she rubbed a tear away and straightened the blanket that was over us.


    “Are you warm enough, Max? You said if you get cold, it could hurt you,” said Linzy.


    “I’m fine . . . I’m fine. I love it up here. It is so calm and peaceful. I can see all the stars in the heavens, and I feel connected to them all.” My face flushed a little. “I must sound dumb.”


    “You are anything but dumb, Max. You’re brilliant. And I agree. I love it out here too.”


    “Maybe, after I find my parents . . . maybe you can come with my family. If you don’t return to Arctus, you’ll need a place to live. You can journey with us to Sanctus. My mom says it’s a safe place.”


    Linzy gazed up at the stars. “That is a wonderful offer, Max. Thank you!”


    [image: ]


    I don’t know when I fell asleep or how I made it to a hammock below deck. I woke in the morning, and Linzy was sleeping in a chair with her hand on her staff.


    “Max . . . Linzy . . . come up!” shouted Cinn from the deck.


    Linzy’s eyes shot open, and I almost tripped getting out of my hammock. We fumbled our way to the deck.


    Anya, Sal, Piers, and Cinn were gathered on the bow, looking toward the shore from which we had come. “Come here, Master Max, and look,” said Cinn.


    When I reached the rail, Cinn handed me a spyglass. It was a leather cone with what looked like a clear glass ball on each end. I looked through it. The edges of my sight were bent, but I could spy a caravan of camels, horses, and the prince’s carriage moving along a road near the shoreline.


    “Can they see us?” I asked.


    “I don’t believe so,” said Sal. “They seem to be moving quickly south. But it’s not all bad news.”


    “How so?” asked Linzy.


    “They are moving by caravan, not by ship. Abad must think we are traveling by land,” said Sal. “We have the advantage of speed, and we must beat them to Kolora.”


    “How does he know where we’re headed?” I asked.


    “That be a good question, Master Max. Everyone who knew our plan is on the ship.”


    I thought about Sal’s warning that someone in the group would betray the others. It did not seem possible that someone could have got a message to the prince—there didn’t seem to be enough time. A memory of one of my first conversations with the prince came to my mind.


    “Can I see your looking glass again?” I asked. Instead of looking at the caravan, I looked straight above us and scanned the sky. “There it is!” I exclaimed. “He knows where we are.”


    Cinn took the looking glass and looked up into the sky, as I had.


    “Hawks,” Cinn said. “Clever boy. He is tracking us with his hawks.”


    “How are we going to escape them?” I asked.


    “While ye two beauties were sleeping, we came up with a plan,” answered Cinn.


    “Don’t believe him,” said Sal. “What he is talking about is insanity. It’ll never work.”


    “Do we have much of a choice?” said Anya. “If we don’t get to Kolora first and hide, our journey is finished, and everything we have done is for nothing.”


    “What’s the plan?” I asked.


    “I’m glad ye asked, Master Max. How well can ye swim?”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve



    Captain Cinn and Piers outlined their plan, and I had to agree with Sal: it was pure insanity, not to mention dangerous.


    Anya tied a rope around my waist and rechecked the knots several times.


    “You don’t have to do this, Max,” Anya offered.


    “I know, but I don’t think Linzy or I would have the strength to hold the rope and pull one of you in,” I replied. “I’m fine around animals. I grew up on a farm, remember?”


    “This isn’t a cute lamb or a baby pig you will be dealing with out there. These are huge, wild sea creatures that could hurt or kill you.”


    “We’re in a race, and we need to get to Kolora first,” I said.


    “I suppose you’re right, but please . . . please be careful out there.” Anya tugged at the knots again. “If there is any sign of trouble, we’ll pull you in immediately.”


    “I trust you,” I said, and I meant it. The past couple of days had been amazing, and these strangers—some of whom would be enemies under different circumstances—were working together to help me. They had been taking all the risk, and so it was my turn. Besides, it wasn’t every day I could swim with kelpies.


    “Let’s go over the plan one more time,” said Cinn. “We be lowering ye into the water, and yer going to be ready with the lines to attach them kelpies. They are not going to like it, so I hope Piers is as good as he claims to be when dealing with them. Once you’ve got the lines attached, we’ll pull you back in.”


    “Or . . . if you get in trouble, we’ll pull them sooner.” Anya crossed her arms.


    “Yes, of course.” Cinn looked mildly irritated.


    I thought through the plan as Linzy and I were lowered into the water. I was thankful that the sea was warm. I would still need to be dried immediately upon returning to the deck. Mom would faint if she knew what I was about to do.


    Piers explained that his people ride kelpies—although who his people were remained a mystery. He pulled sugar kelp from his pack and explained that the kelpies would go crazy for it. Once the kelpies surfaced, Linzy’s and my job was to get the lead ropes around their necks.


    I held on to the rope that was used to lower me into the water. Piers was holding the other end. Linzy smiled at me and said, “We’ve got this, Max. Time to round up some kelpies!”


    Piers stood next to the rail above us and sang a strange song. He didn’t use recognizable words but made melodic screeches and wails instead. It wasn’t what I would have expected from a man so massive because the notes were high and sweet. He sang for a few minutes and then stopped.


    He threw some sugar kelp into the water around us. Bubbles erupted about twenty feet from us, followed by wiggling tentacles. The tentacles were about three arm lengths long and had small openings all along their length. The openings were tiny mouths that sang in high-pitched sounds. Bubbles erupted all around us, and more tentacles shot up toward the sky, singing similar melodies. It was beautiful. The music wove all around us and lifted my heart.


    “There they are!” shouted Anya from the deck.


    More sugar kelp splashed lightly around us. The bait was set. The kelpies swam closer to grab the sugar kelp. The water around us erupted in a torrent of splashing and a sound like trumpets blasting notes all at once. The heads of the kelpies were shocking to behold. They had long, slender necks that ended in a mass of tentacles that slapped the water as they grabbed the sugar kelp. Each tentacle fed their sharp black beaks.


    They were in a frenzy, and I was getting bumped and slapped against the hull of the boat. I could see Linzy struggling too.


    “There’s too many of them!” Linzy shouted. “Pull us up! Pull us up!”


    One of the kelpies leaped out of the water, and its enormous body crashed down onto the rope attached to my body. As the kelpie dove deeper, it dragged me into darkness. I struggled to swim to the surface, but the line was tangled around the creature. At least seven of the kelpies surrounded me as I struggled to free myself.


    I thrashed up toward the surface as my heart felt like it would pound out of my chest.


    At that moment, my parents appeared before me as apparitions against the inky-black seawater. They were smiling at me. I hoped my friends would continue the quest to save them.


    The images of my parents faded, and I didn’t have the strength to struggle anymore. The serpent of fire felt ready to burst from my skin. Everything went black.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen



    My lungs felt like they were filled with fire as I coughed up seawater and tried to get my bearings.


    The ship was about fifty yards away, but I was lying on something solid. I put my hands down to my sides and felt something smooth and cool beneath me. A foot away from my face was the open beak of a kelpie. Two black opal eyes were looking at me under the writhing tentacles. I was on the underbelly of one of the creatures—four grey flippers slapped the water. The heads of six other kelpies popped up one by one around me. They made a low mournful sound. Their tentacles reached toward me, and since I had nowhere to go, I lay very still.


    As their tentacles touched my hair and my face, they moaned louder. I cringed at the thought the kelpies might be tasting me. Each kelpie took a turn caressing my face. It tickled, and I laughed, even though at the moment, I was terrified.


    Suddenly the moaning stopped, and the kelpie dropped from beneath me. I wasn’t sure how long I could tread water. I pulled on the rope still tied to my waist, but it was slack.


    My friends were waving and shouting, and the sails rose on the mast. The boat was turning toward me. It was hard to focus my mind, and my body felt heavy. My arms and legs were heavy as logs, and I sank like a lead weight.


    I felt something push up beneath me, and my body rose above the surf. I was now on the back of the kelpie, and a couple of the tentacles reached toward me, so I grabbed them. We slid through the water toward the Urchin. Very fast. I held on as best I could, and we reached the ship in seconds.


    “Are you okay, Max?” yelled Linzy.


    “I guess so!” I was riding on the back of a kelpie, so I supposed that qualified as being okay. My skin prickled a bit, but not terribly.


    “I’ve never seen kelpies take to someone so quickly,” said Piers. “Especially wild ones. It can take months to tame one, and years for them to trust someone as a rider.”


    I straightened up a bit with my head a little higher.


    “Throw down those lines,” I said. “I can’t explain it, but I feel a connection to them. I’ll try to attach them again.”


    Seven ropes dropped with loops on the ends. I looped the kelpies, one at a time. As I approached each kelpie, it bent its head so I could get a better reach.


    I wasn’t sure they would understand what I was saying, but I tried talking to them. “We need your help. I need to get to Kolora before some bad men get there first. I need to find my family. I hope you can understand me.”


    All of the kelpies’ eyes were on me.


    “I need you to pull this boat as fast as you can. Please help us.”


    The kelpies dipped their heads as if nodding at me. Cinn threw another looped rope my way, and Piers pulled me up. Linzy and Anya were waiting with towels and a thick blanket. I dried off as much as I could. I still felt a prickle on my skin, but a combination of the blanket and the hot sun kept it from progressing.


    “Go down below and change into some dry clothes,” suggested Anya.


    “But I want to stay up here,” I protested.


    “Do what I say. You can’t fall sick. Not now. You must conserve your strength for what is to come.”


    By the time I changed my clothes and made it back to the deck, everyone looked over the front bow.


    “What’s going on?” I asked.


    “After you left, the kelpies went below the water again,” said Linzy. “We can see the bubbles in front of the ship, but nothing else is happening.”


    Piers came up to me and placed a few pieces of sugar kelp in my hand. “I tried singing to them, but they don’t respond. This is the last of the sugar kelp. Use it and see if they will respond to you.”


    I threw the dried green kelp into the water, and the kelpies rose to the surface, slapping their tentacles.


    “Okay, my new friends!” I shouted. “We must go fast that way.” I pointed to the south, parallel to the shoreline.


    The kelpies slapped at the kelp until it was gone and then went under the water again.


    “I’m sorry, I tried, but—”


    Before I could finish my thought, the boat lurched forward hard, and we all fell onto the deck. The ropes attached to the main mast twanged.


    We were accelerating.


    “Get those sails down—now!” screamed Sal. Cinn and Piers ran to the rigs and untied the ropes, and the sails dropped hard to the wooden deck.


    The wind rushed in my ears as we thrust through the water. The kelpies pushed hard with their enormous fins as their bodies went up and down in the wake they created.


    “Woohoo!” I exclaimed. Linzy grabbed my hand.


    “You did it, Max. You’re my hero,” Linzy said into my ear. I felt my cheeks warm a bit, and I didn’t know what to say. Linzy said it for me. “Woohoo!”


    The kelpies didn’t seem to tire or slow as we traveled the rest of the afternoon along the shore. We remained below deck because the wind whipped so hard we couldn’t hear anyone speak.


    “We passed the caravan hours ago,” said Sal. “I hope those creatures know when we need to stop. We are traveling so fast we could be in the south sea before we know it.”


    “When we are close, I will tell them to slow,” I said.


    “If nothing else, we can always cut the lines,” added Cinn.


    “True,” Sal agreed.


    “What do we do once we arrive in Kolora?” asked Anya.


    “I can handle things in Kolora,” replied Sal. “I’ve done a great deal of business with them, and they trust me.”


    “And you’re sure they will help us get to the Witch Queen’s temple?” asked Anya.


    “I’m mostly sure,” replied Sal.


    “That is not exactly reassuring,” said Cinn.


    “I didn’t hear you come up with any better plan,” Sal snapped back. “Besides, I have had a vision of your arrival at the temple.”


    “We should trust your eye? Did your eye tell you that Max would almost drown?” Cinn’s arms were crossed, and there was a scowl on his face.


    “It doesn’t work that way. There are so many possible futures, and I can only look at the path you chose at a particular moment. Do you think if I had seen that boy almost drown, I would have allowed you to drop him into the water like fish bait?”


    “Enough,” said Linzy. “That is enough. We need to work together. Max needs us. All of us. So please stop fighting.”


    Cinn’s face relaxed a bit. “Yer right . . . Yer Highness.”


    “And that will be about enough of that. I’m Linzy. Just Linzy.”


    “Whatever you say . . . Yer Highness,” said Cinn with a grin.


    We ate some dried dates and salted fish. It wasn’t much of a meal, but it stopped my stomach from grumbling.


    Sal came down from the deck and said, “Okay, Max, you’re up.”


    I went to the bow. The docks of Kolora were about a hundred yards away to our left. I tugged as hard as I could on the leads and shouted, “Okay, friends, we’re here! You can stop now!”


    The boat slowed until it lightly bumped one of the kelpies and stopped. Their tentacles grabbed the ropes and dropped the loops in the water. Their heads bobbed on the surface of the sea as if they were waiting for something. We had run out of sugar kelp, so I hoped they weren’t expecting more.


    “Thank you, friends. I’m sorry I don’t have any more sugar kelp to give you. I wish I did. You helped us more than you can know, and I hope I can repay you someday.”


    The kelpies looked up at me as their tentacles slithered around above their heads.


    “You can go now. I hope we meet again.”


    With that, the kelpies splashed back under the water. As I was about to turn away, the water broke open, and the kelpies flew up high in the air. They made a beautiful, high-pitched blast of sound before splashing heavily back into the water. The boat rocked hard for a few moments. Linzy came running up to where I was standing.


    “What was that?” she asked.


    “I think it was their way of saying goodbye.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen



    We secured the ship to the long wooden dock in the lagoon. To the left, a road led north toward the desert and the Jade Palace. Another path led straight toward a thick line of trees—the Niman Jungle. It looked just like my book had described it.


    It was strangely quiet as we tied up the boat to the dock. Although Kolora was a significant trading post for spring water and lumber for building ships, no other ships were moored. The docks were uncomfortably silent and were vacant of any other people.


    “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” said Anya.


    “There is a Koloran village about two miles from here. We will easily make it before nightfall.”


    We grabbed our things and walked down a road that led toward the jungle. Coarse seagrass replaced the sand as we got farther from shore. Green and blue pools of the clearest water I had ever seen lay around us. The air felt different, and moisture stuck to my skin and hair. Birds sang their nighttime lullabies as they roosted. Focusing on the birdsong helped steady my nerves a bit.


    About half a mile into the jungle, we came upon the ruins of an ancient tree city hanging in the immense barabond trees. Barabond wood was as hard as steel and grew ten feet a year. Its strength and resistance to rot made it perfect for building larger guild ships that took spices longer distances.


    “Is that the tree city?” I asked.


    “Yes,” said Sal. “I often wonder what Kolora must have been like before the Djinn Wars.”


    “My book doesn’t say what happened to the Kolorans after the war.”


    “The sultan took control of Kolora through the Spice Guild. It is the only source of fresh water on Harsu. He did not allow them to rebuild their tree city; instead, he placed a garrison and allowed them to build a town close to it.”


    “That must have been terrible for the Kolorans,” I said. “Their whole culture was about living in the trees. They must have been like birds with clipped wings.”


    “I have never thought of it that way, but I suppose you’re right.” Sal stopped and frowned. “Something is wrong. This road leading to the garrison is usually full of people transporting water pots to the Jade Palace. I don’t see signs of life anywhere. It’s as if they all vanished.”


    Sal took out her spyglass and pointed. “The garrison is up ahead. I can see guards on the wall, but the gate is closed. Follow me.”


    Sal led us off the main road to a narrow path that led to the east. We came to a clearing with a village of about thirty buildings. Some were shops with signs hanging from them, and others seemed to be dwellings.


    Some chickens clucked as they pecked their way down the street. The shops were stripped bare of everything that wasn’t bolted down, and the floors were littered with trash. It was as if the entire village had left in a hurry.


    “Look there,” said Piers. Smoke was coming from the chimney of what looked like an enormous meeting hall.


    The doors were flung wide, and candlelight shone from within. Long tables with chairs lined up beneath them filled the giant space. At the far end of the hall was a figure pushing around the dying embers in a fireplace with a poker. The identity of the figure was hidden under a bulky grey cloak that covered their head.


    Sal walked ahead of us with a purposeful step. “Hello, my name is Sal—”


    “I know who you are,” said the low, male voice. “What I can’t fathom is why you’ve come.”


    “My friends need some help.”


    “Friends,” the man said with a laugh. “You’ve some interesting friends, Three-Eyed Sally. A boy, a girl, two pirates, and a spy.”


    My stomach dropped. This wasn’t a friendly Koloran. When the man turned around, his brooch, bearing the sultan’s sigil, caught the light. Ring armor gleamed from beneath his cloak, and a curved blade hung from his belt. He stood relaxed, with his hand placed lightly on the pommel of his sword.


    “It’s a trap,” said Linzy, and she readied her staff.


    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said the man.


    Feet shuffled behind us, and suddenly there were a couple of dozen men with crossbows pointed at us.


    “How?” I asked. “The prince can’t be here yet—we should have outrun him!”


    “Oh, you did . . . Your name is Max, right?” asked the man.


    “Who are you?” I replied with steel in my voice. My serpent was waking, and I hoped it would choke this man.


    “I am the captain of the garrison here. My name is Renure.”


    “How do you know who I am?” I demanded to know.


    “You were fast, I admit. I’ve no idea how you sailed here so quickly. The sea gods must have favored you. Unfortunately, you didn’t travel faster than the prince’s hawk, which arrived here yesterday. Now, if you would be so kind as to put down that staff, young lady. The prince warned me that you took out a half dozen guards at the palace. Impressive. But we won’t have any of that nonsense here. I know that you are not quicker than an arrow.”


    Linzy placed her staff on the table next to her. With arms raised, she backed away.


    “There’s a good lass. Now, the rest of you—lie down on your stomachs on the ground. The prince will be arriving in the morning. He gave me strict instructions not to hurt you unless you forced my hand.”

    I lay down on the ground. My power began draining from me, which only added to my fear and frustration. After we were bound, the guards led us back to the garrison.


    “Where be the Kolorans?” asked Sal. “They are peaceful and never gave you any trouble, even though you treat them worse than farm animals.”


    “That’s a fascinating question,” said Renure. “But it is not one I am required to answer. Did you notice you are my prisoners? Your insolence has no bounds.”


    A smile of satisfaction crossed Sal’s lips.


    “You plan to tell the prince that they vanished? That they were . . . afraid? I’m not sure he’ll like that answer, since it means that the delivery of fresh water to the palace will be delayed. Even if your men could fill the vessels, there are no ships to transport them. If you do it by land, it will delay you by days.”

    Captain Renure held up his hand, and his men stopped moving. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You need only concern yourself with how Prince Abad will choose to execute you for your collective crimes against the guild and the crown.”


    This didn’t change the smile on Sal’s face in the least. I was curious about her vision but was reassured by the smile.


    The guards inside the garrison wore grim faces. They were stacking arrows, oil, and bows on the ramparts high above us, as though preparing for an attack—but by whom? We were escorted to a locked cell. Everything had been built with dark brown barabond wood, giving the whole place a dark, menacing look.


    We had water and bread for our supper. No one said much, as there were guards all around us. I hoped my friends were working on an escape plan. Sal offered me the last piece of bread, and as I leaned over, she whispered, “Don’t worry, Max. Everything will turn out fine. Sometimes our enemies travel the same roads we do, and we have to help one another. If even for a short time.”


    She was talking in riddles again. Perhaps that was the way she saw the future—as a riddle unfolding. It was maddening.
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    I slept fitfully that night. We were given some blankets, but it was uncomfortable and awkward to sleep with my hands bound.


    The next morning, we were awoken early by Renure. “The prince has arrived. He is freshening up and then would like to see you in my chambers. Here is some water and fruit. Eat, and I’ll be back within the hour.”


    I nibbled on an apple while leaning toward Cinn. “What’s the plan?”


    “There is no plan, Master Max,” said Cinn. “We will have to try to talk our way through this. With our hands tied and without my herbs, there is not too much I can do. Stay sharp.”


    “Aye-aye, Captain,” I whispered back. The longer I was around these pirates and thieves, the easier it was to lie. I wouldn’t be idle. We needed to reach the Witch Queen—no one could stand in the way of that.


    We were escorted across the main marching grounds to Renure’s quarters. Two of the tallest guards I had ever seen stood still as statues on each side of his door. It wasn’t until we were closer that I realized they weren’t men standing guard but colossal winged creatures with long spears. These were the Witch Queen’s daughters—the harpies.


    Small tusks protruded from their lower jaws. Fine black hair covered their bodies, including their faces. Their backs had folded wings. The harpies flexed their wings a bit as we approached, and they looked like they were made of soft leather.


    Each harpy held a spear in one hand that looked to be eight feet long, and in the other hand, a shield with the sultan’s sigil, which I realized was a depiction of the harpies.


    Captain Renure’s eyes opened wide, and he shifted his gaze immediately to the floor as he passed them. His quarters were spacious, with a table at one end. Prince Abad was sitting in an oversized, throne-like chair, eating from a large platter of fruits and meats.


    “Come, sit down. It is such a pleasure to see you all again,” said Abad with a dazzling smile.


    We sat at the far end of the table on chairs with high barabond-wood backs that were ornately carved with all manner of animals.


    “And I see you brought friends with you. My maid, a fishmonger, and a girl whom I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting—but my captain of the palace guard has such great things to say about you.”


    Linzy’s face remained neutral.


    “Can we cut the pleasantries?” said Cinn. Captain Renure punched Cinn in the stomach, and he let out a loud “Oof.”


    “Now, now . . . Let us not be rude, Cornelius,” said Abad. “You’ve made a fool of me in court with your escape. My men are going through the city, and I’m sure they will find your crew soon. You must be getting soft, because I’ve now captured you twice in less than a week.”


    “Technically, you only caught me once. Captain Renure caught me the second time,” said Cinn as he stood straight with his head held high. Renure’s fist was balled up, and he drew back as if he was going to strike Cinn again. The prince raised his hand, and the captain relaxed his arm.


    “Now, back to you, young lady. Would you mind telling me who you are?”


    I felt the serpent rise in my belly, and a heatwave covered my skin.


    “Leave her out of this. She’s nobody,” I growled.


    Both Abad and Renure coughed and choked. The doors swung open, and the harpies swooped in and pointed their spears at me.


    “Sssstop, young cub. Letsss them goesss,” said one of the harpies. Her tongue looked like a snake’s, flickering when she spoke. The spear was mere inches from my face. I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths, and pushed my power back down.


    Abad and Renure gasped and took a couple of deep breaths.


    “Now, you know why I brought my harpies. I suspected you were using magic on me in the carriage, and this time I’m prepared. The harpies are born of magic, and so you’ve no power over them. If you try your little trick again, they will kill you.”


    “Yes . . . sir,” I stammered. The harpies moved to take their places on each side of the prince. Captain Renure sat down as well, rubbing his throat.


    “You were going to speak, young lady?” prompted the prince.


    “I’m Queen Leonor Sarak, ruler of Arctus,” said Linzy in a defiant voice. “You’re holding my friends and me against our will, and I demand you release us immediately.”


    This was the first time I had heard Linzy’s full name, and it suited her. It was intense and majestic, just like her.


    “Queen?” said Abad in a surprised tone. “What happened to King Eldred?”


    “I’m so happy you asked that,” said Linzy. She relayed her story, and Abad patiently listened. Her tale ended with her arrival at the Jade Palace.


    “So, you believe a Djinn killed your father and has taken over the Ice Palace? Are you mad, girl? Have you any proof of what you say?” asked the prince.


    “Only my word. I came to Harsu to ask the sultan for help in fighting the Djinn and restoring my kingdom.”


    “That is quite the tale, Leonor. But I’m afraid that I will need more than your word.”


    Sal cleared her throat. “Your Highness, if I may?”


    “Yes?”


    “If you want proof of the Djinn, why not ask your man there where all the Kolorans have gone?”


    Captain Renure squirmed in his seat.


    “What is this fishmonger talking about? The Kolorans are gone?”


    Captain Renure shot such a hateful glare at Sal that I thought he might jump across the table to slap her.


    “It is true, Sire. The Kolorans are gone,” said Renure in a controlled voice.


    “And? Where did they go?” asked Abad.


    “The left about a week ago. They grabbed all their belongings and headed into the jungle. They also sank their ships out in the lagoon.”


    “They what? What’s going on?” The prince fidgeted with his sword hilt in an irritated fashion.


    “They received word from the tribes in the east that a Djinn had appeared there, and that it had begun creating an army . . . out of dead soldiers.”


    The prince stood up. “Why am I hearing about this only now?”


    “Sire, we thought it was some rumor that had gotten out of control. Our scouts to the east sent us a hawk a couple of days ago—the eastern tribes are heading in the same direction as the Kolorans. They are headed to the Witch Queen’s temple.”


    So the Kolorans had had the same idea we had about seeking help from the Witch Queen. At least we would not be facing her alone—that is, if we could find a way to escape the garrison.


    “We have had a treaty with the tribes for three hundred years. They were to stay on the eastern shores, and the Kolorans were to stay here and provide water to Shafara. Now you are telling me they have broken the treaty and are headed to the temple? All based on a rumor?”


    “Yes, sir. We tried to stop the Kolorans from leaving, but they would rather fight against us than face what is coming. I didn’t think it prudent to slaughter the Kolorans. Once all this rumor stuff is over, they will return.”


    “Perhaps it is more than a rumor,” said Abad. “Why are they headed to the Witch Queen? No one has seen her for decades.”


    “I think the Kolorans are going to ask for protection from the Witch Queen,” I said. “My book says she protected them during the Djinn wars. I guess they are counting on her to do it again.”


    “You see, Renure? This boy has more sense than you,” said Abad.


    I shuffled my feet back and forth. Hearing that a Djinn was close made me want to run.


    “I did not want to trouble you until we had more information, Prince. We sent a small regiment to try to stop the Koloran tribes from moving west,” said Renure. “We received a hawk just before you arrived. A tribal elder described talking to a creature made of smoke with eyes like fire.”

    Abad sat back down but leaned on the table. “What did the creature say?”


    “It said that it was looking for the Midnight Jewel, and its army would burn every town and village across Harsu until it found it,” replied Renure.


    “What is the Midnight Jewel?” asked Abad.


    “We don’t know, Your Majesty,” said Renure. “I felt we had the situation under control. These tribes are not made up of warriors. These are simple farmers and fishermen. They are superstitious and afraid of many things.”


    “It seems wise to be afraid of a creature made of smoke threatening to burn everything down,” said Abad. “Now, a queen from the north comes with a story of a Djinn there, looking for the Midnight Jewel, and you want me to believe it is just a rumor.”


    “You act so surprised,” said Anya.


    “Don’t speak, maid. I haven’t given you permission. If I understand rightly, you helped Cinn and his crew to escape, as well as kidnapping Max.”


    “I wasn’t kidnapped,” I said. Cinn elbowed me and made a shushing face.


    “You knew,” continued Anya defiantly. “You knew this was happening because Nicholas Daybreaker told you so. He told you the Djinn were back, and what did you do? You sent him to the dungeons!”


    “That wasn’t my doing. That was Harim,” replied the prince with a furrowed brow.


    “So you take orders from the Spice Guild now? Did you not listen to this girl’s story?” asked Anya. “Harim knew who she was, and instead of bringing her to you immediately, he tried to silence her.”


    “Enough!” shouted the prince. His voice reverberated through the hall and sent a shock through my body. Everyone was instantly silent. “Captain Renure, please wait for me outside. I will deal with you in a moment.”


    “But, Your Majesty—” Renure didn’t finish his sentence because there were two spears leveled inches from his face. I had never seen two creatures move as quickly and fluidly as the harpies.


    “I wasn’t asking you,” the prince clarified, his tone lethal. “I was giving you an order.”


    “Yes, Your Majesty,” said Renure. He bowed and almost tripped over his own feet as he left the room.


    The prince closed his eyes for a few moments. He opened them again and took a deep breath. “Why did you come here?” the prince asked. “You didn’t go for your ship. Why come to Kolora?”


    “Like the Kolorans, we came here to seek the wisdom of the Witch Queen,” said Sal. “We hoped she might know where in the three seas Max’s parents are.”


    “And I came because your father seems to have no interests but his own,” said Linzy. “And you . . . you keep your head in the sand and can’t see what’s right in front of you. Max’s father tried to warn you, and you locked him up for it. If you had done something sooner, my family might still be alive. The Witch Queen helped stop the Djinn, and I believe she can help do it again.”


    Abad stared at us and again took a deep breath. “I must apologize to you, Max. You must think of me as a monster for what I did with your father. At the time, I thought he had gone mad. Harim said it was treason and that if the other guild captains learned of his tale, the story would travel over the three seas overnight, and we would have a panic on our hands. I couldn’t make myself believe it could be true. Now . . . I’m not so sure. I should have told you that your father was alive, and for that, I apologize.”


    I nodded. I had never expected someone as important and influential as the prince of Harsu to apologize to a farm boy.


    The prince raised an eyebrow toward Anya. “I have checked with the other maids—no one knows who you are, exactly, or when you came to work at the Jade Palace. You’re a spy, not a maid, although I am not sure who you work for—yet. I suspect you are the one who helped Nicholas escape, as you did Cinn and his crew?”


    Anya only smiled.


    “Why did Nicholas Daybreaker believe so strongly that they were back? It would take powerful magic to release them from their prisons. What convinced him?”


    “The answer you seek is over there.” Anya nodded at our packs stacked up in the corner. She held her tied hands in front of the prince. He gave a slight nod, and one of the harpies sliced through the rope with the tip of her spear.


    “I’m not worried you will try anything foolish because these harpies would finish you off before you took another breath,” said Abad.


    Anya pulled a pouch from her pack. She opened it, and the Green Spice orb rolled onto the table.


    “Is . . .” Abad’s face blanched. “Is that what I think it is?”


    “It is. Nicholas said someone had not only figured out where to find the Green Spice but somehow used it to unseal the bottles that imprisoned the Djinn.”


    “I thank you for your honesty and your assistance to the guild and the crown. Your actions today will be remembered when I return you to the Jade Palace. It might sway my father to be merciful.”


    I couldn’t believe what he was saying. We told him about the biggest threat the three seas had ever known, and now he was going to return us to the Jade Palace?


    “You fool! We are not loyal to that despot,” said Sal.


    “Wait . . . You can’t . . . What about my mom and dad?” I asked.


    “I’m sorry, Max. I’ve more pressing matters now. Perhaps later, we can look into it—”


    “You’re a liar. You’ve lied to me since we met. I thought you were a good person, but you only do what you want. You’re . . . spoiled, mean, and . . .” I felt tears of frustration on my cheeks. The fiery serpent rose into my chest. I didn’t care if the harpies killed me. My family was lost. My friends were probably going to be executed. What was the use of trying anymore?


    “Brother . . . Mother wantssss to sssee him,” said one of the harpies.


    The prince spun to face the harpy. “What did you say?”


    “We are in the Niman Jungle . . . Mother seesss all. Ssshe is calling to usss. She wantsss the boy and hisss friendsss.”


    “Are you kidding me?” said the prince. “This is why I hate coming here.”


    “Did she call ye ‘brother’?” asked Cinn.


    “Don’t—just don’t.” Abad held up one finger in front of Cinn. All the fight seemed to have left the prince as he slumped in his chair. My power immediately withdrew from my chest. We were saved.


    “She did! She called ye ‘brother’ and said yer mother was calling ye. Yer mom is the Witch Queen?” Cinn looked somewhere between shocked and bemused. “And the harpies? They be yer sisters? I can see the family resemblance.” Cinn roared a full-belly laugh.


    “I told you, Cinn, not now!” said Abad. “If Mother calls, it’s best—if we wish to remain intact—not to make her wait. We will revisit what happens to you after our visit. I would suggest you don’t try to run. The jungle is my mother’s domain. If the harpies don’t catch you, the other creatures that reside there will. We will be safe as long as we follow my sisters—and nobody tries anything funny.”


    “Ah, but I’m known to do all kinds of funny things,” chuckled Cinn.


    “It would be hilarious to see one of my sisters carry you high into the sky by your feet and drop you. I think I would laugh for days.”


    “I don’t think that is very funny.” Cinn’s shoulders slumped.


    “Grab your belongings. We should reach the temple by nightfall,” said Abad.


    As Sal walked past me and grabbed her bag, she winked. “Told you—enemies will share the same road.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen



    We were given new clothes to wear in the jungle. I was most excited by the boots; they were the best I had ever worn, made of stiff leather with brass eyelets for the laces.


    “I love these boots, but they seem heavy,” I said.


    Anya helped me put them on, as I had always worn buckled shoes or pull-ons—never shoes with laces. “You will appreciate them, Max, because there are more than a hundred different kinds of snakes in the jungle. Some so poisonous that all it takes is one bite, and it’s goodnight forever. These boots will protect you from most of the snakes here.”


    “Most?” On Paradisi, there were only three types of snakes, and the poisonous ones only swam in the sea.


    “The smaller the snake, the more venomous. Their fangs are not long enough to pierce your boots, so no need to worry about those. The ones to worry about are the ones that kill by crushing you or swallowing you whole. They live high in the barabonds, so always keep an eye upward.”


    “Did you say . . . swallow?” I gulped.


    “The hinge-mouth snake lives high up in the tops of the trees. It usually eats birds that nest there, but occasionally it will come down to grab a deer or a small bear.”


    “That’s a joke, right?”


    Anya laced my other boot. “No, but we are in a waxing moon phase. They never come down unless it’s a full moon. They don’t have very good eyesight, so they need the extra light of the moon. We should be safe from them. We may not see many snakes because we are traveling as a group, and they will often hide when they feel the footsteps of many feet.”


    “That’s a relief. How do you know so much about the creatures in the Niman Jungle?” I asked.


    “My father was a Koloran, and my mother was from Tyreen. She died when I was young, and we moved here. I spent my childhood exploring the jungle, and my dad taught me the ways of the land.”


    “I’m going to stick close to you, then,” I said.


    In addition to the boots, I wore a green-and-brown shirt. It was oversized because it was made for the garrison’s men, so I tucked it into my pants the best I could. Anya tucked my olive-colored pants into my boots before lacing them. I tightened my belt as much as possible, but it still felt like I was wearing a sack.


    “I don’t look ridiculous, do I?” I asked Linzy.


    “Of course you do. You always look silly,” she giggled.


    “I’m serious,” I said.


    “The uniform is big on you, but you look fine. Look at mine. Do you see any women here? These clothes are cut for a man, but I’m not complaining. Have you noticed the smell?”


    “Yes, they smell strange. It makes my nose itch.”


    “The clothes are dipped in a liquid that keeps bugs away,” said Anya.


    “I can easily trade fashion for no bugs,” replied Linzy. She put her hair up in a ponytail and then covered her head with a green-and-brown scarf.


    “How do I look?” she asked.


    “Ridiculous,” I giggled. She punched me lightly on the arm and laughed with me.
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    We gathered at the gate with Abad and Captain Renure. The two harpies weren’t there. They made me nervous, so their presence wasn’t missed.


    “Your Majesty, I think it’s a bad idea for you to go alone with these . . . prisoners,” said Renure.


    “I will be perfectly safe. The Witch Queen knows I’m coming, and we will be protected on our journey. These six have nowhere to run and would be foolish to try to take me hostage with the harpies about,” said Abad.


    “There is also the matter of the Kolorans. The tribes are in the jungle somewhere, and some don’t love the guild or the crown,” argued Renure.


    “Again, Captain, I’ll be fine. I need you to handle the situation with the Kolorans coming from the east,” Abad countered as he fiddled with his sword hilt.


    “I’m preparing my men. We will push them back to the coast. I don’t think they’ll be much of an issue,” replied Renure.


    “No, Captain, we need to handle this situation diplomatically. If you try to force them to return, it could spark a rebellion. Best to find them a place to settle and stop their migration.”


    “As you command, Sire.” Renure saluted and walked back into the garrison fort.


    “We will have to travel by foot,” said Abad. “Horses don’t travel well in the jungle. In your packs, you will have noticed provisions for a couple of days. I’m not sure how long we will be there. Stick to the path. There are things deadlier than snakes in the jungle.”
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    The day was hot, and the jungle steamy. I kept tripping over roots, mostly because I was continually looking upward for falling snakes. Although I was wearing clothes dipped in bug solution, the gnats and mosquitos buzzed in my ears constantly. We walked in silence, but the jungle was alive with the sounds of birds, the howling of predators, and the screams of their prey. I was thankful we were traveling by day and would reach our destination before nightfall. I couldn’t imagine how frightening it would be in the jungle at night.


    After a quick lunch, we continued our trek.


    “Are we there yet?” I asked for the fifth time in as little as half an hour. Things moved in the bushes, and I tried to point them out, but Abad dismissed them as small animals moving around. I moved closer to Anya.


    “Max, I know you’re tired. You will know when we have arrived. It is the only giant pyramid around,” said Abad in a playful tone.


    “How do you know where it is?” I asked. The jungle stretched for miles in every direction. The trail crossed other paths, and it forked in places, yet the prince walked confidently through the looping pathways.


    “I’ve been here many times before,” replied Abad.


    “How many times?” I asked.


    “You’ve not spent much time around children, have you, Prince?” said Anya. “One question answered will always lead to another.”


    “I used to come here often when I was a boy. I’ve not returned in many years,” replied Abad, ignoring Anya’s advice.


    “What is she like, your mom?” I asked.


    “I told you.” Anya laughed.


    “Questions are fine,” the prince replied. “This is a long journey, and it passes the time. My mother is the most beautiful creature you will ever gaze upon in this world, but also the deadliest. Be careful, for her powers have no equal. She can’t be trusted, and she is forever playing games with people’s lives.”


    His answer didn’t make me want to ask more questions. It was a warning, and one I needed to think about before meeting the Witch Queen. While I felt the Witch Queen might be the best way to find my parents, I didn’t want to be careless. In The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn, she was merciless and often cared little for human life. The Djinn were involved in some way, and that meant she was involved as well. I needed to find a way to convince her of my quest’s importance and not let her turn me into a rat or something.


    “See? Up ahead. That is the top of the temple,” said the prince.


    Now that the trees had thinned, we could see the top of a pyramid pointing up into the twilight sky.


    Ahead on the road, there stood a man and a woman. They wore simple clothes. The woman was holding a nasty-looking carving knife and the man a stick that had been sharpened to a point.


    “Stop. You may not enter here,” said the woman.


    Our group stopped, and the prince stepped forward. “I’m Prince Abad. You will stand aside and let us pass.”


    The woman, who was filthy with mud-spattered clothes and wild hair, did a sort of mocking curtsy. “Oh, your lordship, it is such an honor to meet you.” She stood straight and cackled. “Unfortunately, you are outside your kingdom. We here answer to a different authority—the Witch Queen. You’ve no power here.”


    The man with the spear looked closer at the prince and then at us. “Ye brought us some food and supplies. How nice of them, eh, Sheila?” He was just as dirty as his companion, and when he laughed, I noticed two of his top teeth were missing.


    The prince unsheathed his sword and pointed it at Sheila. Linzy drew closer to me, her staff at the ready. Sheila pointed her knife at the prince and said, “No, no, little prince. I would look around before I tried that.”


    The woods around us came alive. What looked like bushes were pushed aside to reveal men with bows and arrows. In the trees above us were more people. They were armed as well. I turned, and at least a dozen more people appeared brandishing knives and axes.


    As skilled as Linzy was with her staff, I didn’t believe she could move quickly enough to avoid the arrows. She must have come to the same conclusion. She lowered her staff. “Stay close to me, Max.”


    “Now, now, where are our manners?” shouted Sheila. “We have royalty visitin’. Join us for some green snake soup. It’s fresh. We’ll just be taking your packs and weapons and keeping them safe like, eh?”


    The prince placed his sword on the ground. We laid down our packs. Linzy leaned her weight on her staff and limped as we followed the group into camp. No one asked her for her staff. She was brilliant!


    When we arrived at the center of the camp, I was shocked to see guild guardsmen. There were at least three dozen of them and one woman at the center, giving them orders. The woman’s face turned pale when she saw us approaching.


    “Your Highness, we weren’t expecting . . . I mean, why are you here?” said the woman who seemed to be in charge.


    Prince Abad walked up to her. “I might ask you the same. What is the meaning of this? Who are all these people?”


    There were hundreds of commoners walking about, cooking meals while children played. By the look of their clothes, all of them were peasants. There were makeshift tents for sleeping and cooking. Though the children seemed happy in their games, the adults all had a similarly grim look on their faces.


    “Sire, my name is Lieutenant Solora, and this is what is left of my regiment. We are from the southeastern coast. We had a full detail of two hundred, and we are now only fifty-two, sir.”


    “What happened?” asked Abad.


    “Captain Renure sent us to assess the tribes migrating west. We met them and the creature that was chasing them. It is made of shadow and has fire for eyes. It leads to an army of undead soldiers. Our men who fell in battle returned the next day to fight us. We had to retreat and joined the Koloran tribes on their exodus here. I know you must think of us as cowards, but you had to be there. We couldn’t kill them. They kept coming. Fortunately, they are not fast, so we outran them . . . but we fear they are on their way.”


    Abad tapped the hilt of his sword and looked at the ground. “I don’t think you’re cowards. There is no honor in pushing against a power you cannot defeat. And as you say, your deaths only increase their army. You did right. But why have you set up camp here?”


    “The Kolorans and the other tribes believe that the Witch Queen will save them. They believe her power can beat the enemy back,” said Solora.


    “Has anyone seen or spoken with the Witch Queen?” Abad asked.


    “We were just discussing that. Her harpies are keeping everyone away from her temple. No one can get near it. We fear that we are going to run out of time. I guess we are fortunate that you arrived when you did.” Solara craned her head to try to look behind us. “Do you have your guard close by?”


    A flash of annoyance crossed the prince’s face. “No,” he said curtly. “We have business with the Witch Queen. You need to get these people out of here and to the garrison at the tree city.”


    “Sire, we have tried, but with the Djinn and the Twilight Army behind us, the Koloran tribes refuse to leave.”


    “Then you must prepare to fight. Try to hide the women and children and see if any of these Korolans can fight.”


    Solora looked confused and didn’t move.


    “That wasn’t a suggestion, Lieutenant. It was an order,” snapped Abad.


    “As you command. May the wind fill your sails, Sire.” The lieutenant saluted.


    We were given back our belongings. The sunlight faded, and more wood was added to the campfires.


    “We need to make it to the temple immediately,” said Abad. “It won’t be safe being out in the open. I think we—”


    I didn’t hear the rest of Abad’s words because some force grabbed me by the shoulders, and suddenly I was looking down at the treetops. Above me was the silhouette of a harpy against an indigo sky.


    There was a whoosh-whoosh sound. More harpies surrounded me as we moved through the night sky on black wings. Too terrified to yell, I held my breath and prayed I wouldn’t fall. I was being held tightly by my shoulders, and my feet dangled below me.


    We didn’t fly long before a circle of fires appeared below. Shrouded in shadows, in front of me, was the pyramid. I thought we would touch down on the ground, but instead, we moved quickly toward one of the temple’s massive stone walls. I closed my eyes; I was sure I would feel the impact of my body against stone.


    When the crash didn’t occur, I opened my eyes to total darkness. I could hear how the whooshing of wings bounced off invisible walls around me. And after a stomach-dropping descent, I was lowered gently to the floor.


    The harpy flew toward the ceiling, which had long beams stretched across it. There was the movement of hundreds of dark figures hanging from the rafters.


    Around me, torches and braziers blazed and crackled. A series of steps led upward to a dais topped with a golden throne shaped like outstretched wings. Seated upon that throne was a woman who looked to be in her mid-twenties. She was wearing a white, silky dress and a small gold circlet upon her head.


    She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life. Until that moment, I had thought Mom was the most beautiful woman, but the creature upon the throne was inhumanly beautiful. She was too perfect. There wasn’t a blemish anywhere on her ivory skin, and her lips were the color of raspberries. She was a carved creation of a master sculptor, not a creature of blood and bone.


    Yet there she sat, looking at me the way a cat might peer at a mouse under its paw. I was powerless. I was speechless. I was enthralled.


    At first, I thought I was merely in awe of her beauty, but then I realized I couldn’t move. I tried to take a step, and my foot ignored my command. Then I tried to raise my hand, and it felt as though it belonged to someone else. I couldn’t even blink.


    “Don’t panic, dear Max. It’s all right. You are safe with me. I won’t eat you.” She laughed before adding, “Yet.”


    I couldn’t open my mouth to scream. My friends didn’t know where I was or what had happened to me. Even if they knew I was in the temple, I wasn’t sure the harpies would allow them to pass.


    “Do you know who I am, Max?” she said. She bit into an apple from a bowl that sat next to her on a low table. I couldn’t answer her, so I felt as if she was toying with me.


    “I’ve not always lived here in my beautiful temple. On the Summer Isle during the war of restoration, I was known as Tourdea the Wicked. In the Western Isle, I was Kimbra, the Child Devourer. In Tyreen, during the Third Age, I was Carmelia, the Mother of Harpies. Now people call me Calita, or simply the Witch Queen. Do I look like a nasty old witch to you? It hurts my feelings when people imagine me that way.”


    She didn’t look at all as I’d imagined. She was a young girl with kind eyes and a soft voice, like Mom. I had always pictured her as a twisted old hag.


    “Humans understand that there are consequences . . . painful, body-twisting, bone-breaking consequences of their actions. How do people think I’m going to react to rudeness? There’s one thing I don’t tolerate, Max Daybreaker, and that is rude people. You aren’t a rude boy, are you?”


    I stared, unblinking, hoping this woman wasn’t crazy. Perhaps she liked playing games and didn’t really want to wrench anyone’s bones.


    “Max, has anyone told you that you are a great listener?” asked the Witch Queen, taking another big bite from her apple. “That is such a rare thing these days. You have impeccable manners, and you know your place. You are not rude and demanding things from me. No, you seem like the kind of boy who would visit and make the occasional sacrifice to appease me.”


    I was not up to making sacrifices, and when I did ask her for help, I hoped it would not become an issue.


    “I’m so happy we had this time to chat, Max, just you and me. I would love to do this again. But now, I must entertain other guests. Please sit down next to me.” She curled her finger to beckon me, and my feet climbed the stairs toward her throne.


    I trembled inside. I wasn’t in control of my body—she was making me walk. My foot stopped a few inches from the top step. For a moment, I was back in control.


    “Oh, my,” said the Witch Queen. “How interesting. How interesting, indeed.”


    She snapped her fingers, and my head felt so light I thought I would stumble. Instead, I found myself sitting silently and obediently at the Witch Queen’s feet.


    Two harpies descended from above, and, a few feet from the ground, they dropped what they were holding. Lying before the stairs were Captain Cinn and Prince Abad.


    The two of them stood up and dusted themselves off.


    “Hello, Mother.” There was venom in Abad’s voice, kind of like mine when my mom assigned a chore I didn’t want to do.


    The Witch Queen answered, “Hello, son. I’ve been expecting you. It has been a long time. You’ve been a very, very naughty boy.”


    Captain Cinn turned to Abad. “Ah, yes, we be doomed.”


    “Must we deal with all that now?” asked Abad. “We are here on matters most urgent.”


    The Witch Queen’s leg draped over the side of the throne. My power bloomed inside me, and I gained control of my body once again. Then the Witch Queen stroked my hair. There was a strange, tingling sensation that gave me goosebumps. The fiery serpent wiggling in my stomach quickly settled down.


    “Son, has it been so long that you’ve forgotten your manners when entering my temple. I was talking to Max here about people being rude.” The Witch Queen twirled her fingers lazily and subtly, and Abad and Cinn fell to their knees with a grunt.


    “My apologies, Mother,” said the prince between clenched teeth.


    The witch flicked her wrist, and the two men were lifted back to their feet in a jerky motion.


    “See, so much better, son. Now introduce me to your friend.”


    “This is Captain Cornelius Cinn of the Saucy Pig, and he is not my friend. He is my prisoner.”


    “Captain Cinn? The infamous Captain Cinn? Are you here to steal my spices?” the Witch Queen laughed. “You’ve a lot of guts, coming here. You may be passionate, but you make stupid choices. Your unpredictable nature makes you dangerous. You can’t be trusted.”


    “Ye never told me yer mom was such a charmer, Abad,” said Cinn.


    “I would watch that tongue, Cinn. My mother has crushed men slowly under rocks while they were still alive, for entertainment. I wouldn’t provoke her,” said Abad cautiously.


    “Tsk, dear son, there will be no crushing people today. Is that what you tell all your friends about me? It’s no wonder they never visit.” The Witch Queen put her face in her hands, and it sounded like she was sobbing. After a few moments, she raised her face—she wasn’t crying at all. She was laughing.


    “The truth is you are here because I willed it to be so. Your sisters could have killed you today, but I’ve use for you three.”


    “You know why we are here?” asked Abad.


    “I know why you are here, but do you? You say this man is your prisoner, yet he stands next to you like a brother. And you brought this poor orphaned boy here—for what? To help find his mommy and daddy? Would you risk my wrath for a child you barely know? Why are you here?”


    “I’m here because . . . I . . .” the prince trailed off with a confused look on his face.


    “That’s all right. Think about it. I will come back to you, my dearest,” said the Witch Queen. “Captain Cinnamon, is it?”


    “It’s Captain Cinn . . . my . . . lady,” he said with a quick bow.


    “Why are you here? Why have you left your men back at the Jade Palace to fend for themselves? Why it’s criminal,” said the Witch Queen with a grin. She was playing with Cinn and Abad as she had played with me.


    “I know why I’m here. This boy’s mother, she promised me . . . eh . . . something big . . .” Cinn had the same bewildered expression. I was becoming frustrated that I couldn’t move or talk. Cinn’s eyes locked on me.


    “Master Max, are ye all right, boy?” asked Cinn. “Has she done anything to ye?”


    I managed to move my hand, and the Witch Queen stroked my hair faster.


    “What have you done to that boy? I swear if you’ve harmed him in any way . . .” said Cinn, clenching his fist.


    “As I said, unpredictable and dangerous,” said the Witch Queen. All the playfulness had left her face and voice. A dark expression replaced it. She still looked beautiful and ethereal, but she also looked capable of terrible and cruel things. Something flashed in her eyes, and Cinn took a step back. This wasn’t going well, but I was helpless. The more she stroked my hair, the harder it was to focus and concentrate. It was forcing the power in me to stay still.


    “I’m sorry if I offended ye,” said Cinn humbly. “I made a promise I would protect the boy with me life, if necessary. It seems like ye and yer son have some family matters to deal with, so if ye don’t mind, I would like to take the young lad and be on me way.”


    “I do appreciate your candor, Captain Cinn. He is in no danger. I’ve cast a simple spell to keep him calm while we talk.”


    I broke through the hazy feeling and gained control for a moment, but she just pushed her power harder into me. I was challenging the Witch Queen’s magic with my own, and it seemed that I was winning—if only just a little.


    “Mother!” Abad exclaimed, “Enough of your games. Are you going to help us or let us die of old age standing about?”


    “Where’s your sense of curiosity and fun?” asked the Witch Queen.


    The prince put his hands on his hips and stared.


    The queen stretched her free hand toward the men. “Oh, very well. To look ahead at what needs to be done, we must first look behind to understand where we have come from. Sit, children.”


    The two men suddenly sat on the ground in front of the dais, with their legs crossed and their hands in their laps. They looked up at her like toddlers waiting for a bedtime story.


    “Three hundred years ago, I may have acted . . . impulsively.”


    I remembered this story from my book. The Malamuds could not have a son, so they tried to force the Witch Queen to help them. In the process, one of her harpy daughters was killed. The Witch Queen was angered and turned the Malamuds into horrible Djinn—king, queen, and princess.


    “We know this story, mother. I’ve heard it thousands of times from father,” said Abad.


    “Yes, but you don’t know all of it. If you did, you wouldn’t be here asking for help. I granted the Malamuds eternal dominion over men and women as twisted creatures that were neither fully living nor entirely dead. But they were still human and therefore driven by greed. It wasn’t enough to be powerful and deathless—they wanted all my power as well. They wanted to transform all the three seas into their domain without any competition from me. I couldn’t have that.


    “However, all magic is bound by rules, and one of those rules is that power must be paid for. It doesn’t come free. It’s not paid for in gold coin. It’s paid for in blood. The Djinn are part of me—part of my life force, like the harpies, and like you, son. Therefore, I can’t kill them without killing myself, so I decided to imprison them instead. Again, magic’s rules—I couldn’t do the deed myself. I did the only sensible thing—I cheated. I needed someone to do my work for me, so I found a poor child, all alone in the world, because his family had been taken and imprisoned.”


    She was talking about Sultan Ubu. My serpent grew restless, and the Witch Queen’s charms weren’t keeping it calm. I was beating her.


    “I gave your father some of my power,” the Witch Queen said to Abad, “except this time, it was in the form of a kiss, rather than a death curse. I gave him instructions on how to capture the three Djinn and imprison them. He did as I asked. And I was pleased.”


    She batted her eyes, but I could still sense the malice underneath. She liked to toy with people and use them. I didn’t know what she intended to do with us, but I needed to break her spell and escape. I concentrated on the magic entering me from her hand. Her magic flowed like a river into me. I imagined building a dam to stop the flow. With every rock I laid in my mind, I gained more control of my thoughts and body.


    “What does kissing my father have to do with what is happening right now?” asked Abad. Cinn remained still, his eyes directed toward the Witch Queen.


    “Everything. I learned a powerful lesson. You can’t really cheat magic, and the price can be . . . unexpected. That kiss bound your father to me, and I to him. We fell in . . .” She coughed. “Love.”


    “Aw, how sweet. A love story,” said Cinn.


    “Captain Cinn, I’m an immortal being from your perspective. I don’t age, and I don’t die. To me, you humans are such frail creatures. You live so briefly, and any manner of things can shorten that span. Your bodies are not resilient, and it takes a long time for you to heal. You are pets I can keep and enjoy, but in a short time, you will die. I couldn’t allow Ubu to die. So I gifted him with immortality. A very generous gift—and he has ruled Harsu and the three seas since. Because we were joined by magic, something unexpected happened: I found myself with a child. You, Abad.”


    The dam I built in my mind had stopped the flow of her magic. The Witch Queen seemed to be distracted telling her story, and I didn’t awaken my power just yet and give myself away. I wanted to wait until the right moment.


    “I . . . have a confession, son. I always wanted a child, a real child of my own. You were a blessing. I had plans for us. I would teach you the art of magic, and we could be together forever.”


    “So, am I immortal?” asked Abad. “I’ve asked Father so many times, but he doesn’t know. I don’t age, I never get sick, and I heal from injuries quickly.”


    “Your dad speaks true, Abad. We don’t know. Until there was you, there had not been a creature born of magic and human flesh.”


    The air seemed to thicken, and the flames became noticeably dimmer. The harpies were restless high above our heads. The Witch Queen, all at once, seemed smaller. She looked like a lost little girl.


    “There are few of my kind left. Humans have found ways to kill us using powers that are reserved for gods and demons. There is only one other left in this world—my estranged brother. When you were born, I was overjoyed. But Ubu had different plans for you, son. He didn’t want you to grow up learning magic. He was furious at me for changing him and feels I made him love me against his will. Even though I tried to explain that I loved him too, he wouldn’t hear of it, and so I allowed him to take you to live in the Jade Palace.”


    “I’m sorry he never told me that.”


    “I do miss you, my son,” said the Witch Queen. The venom and mockery had left her voice, and I felt her control over me wane a bit. I could move my pinky.


    “This has nothing to do with me or that boy. Why are we here?” demanded Cinn. The Witch Queen’s hold on me returned. I had waited too long, and I was stuck again. Though I appreciated Cinn standing up for me, he was challenging the Witch Queen too much. I was worried she might hurt him. She leaned down off her throne, but her hand remained on me. Her eyes looked like deep wells full of green fire.


    “It has everything to do with you and that boy. When I said I was impulsive three centuries ago, I didn’t mean about what I did to those dirty, greedy Malamuds—I’m talking about letting my loneliness get the best of me. I made foolish decisions, and now the price is coming due. My creations are loose in the world again, except this time, I’m not sure I have the power I once did to stop them.”


    “Why?” asked Abad with wide eyes.


    “Have you not been listening? I’ve given away much of my power to you and your father. As the Djinn regain their power, they may become more powerful than I.”


    That wasn’t great news. If the Witch Queen couldn’t fight them, who could?


    “Love, that trivial thing that you humans throw around like flour on a baking table has its own power and price. When they are born, children are created from the essence of their parents. You are no exception, Abad. Because of that, my power has weakened. I can no longer defeat the Djinn, and neither can your father.”


    I was having difficulty understanding how my parents and I fit into the problem with the Djinn. Perhaps it had to do with the strange power struggling to burst from me. Maybe the Witch Queen intended to drain me of my magic. That wasn’t a comfortable prospect. The stone wall I was building in my mind was almost complete. I would not be able to fight the Witch Queen, but I could run really fast.


    “There is a balance in nature. When there is a drought, animals and plants may die, but new ones emerge more adapted to the land. When a bird dies and falls to the ground, its feathers, flesh, and bones make food for worms and flies and eventually make the soil fertile for new life to emerge.


    “Magic is part of nature, and the Djinn and their Twilight Army are a terrible storm. Their presence in this world has created an imbalance. Nature has responded by creating a means to balance the world again: the Midnight Jewel.”


    “I heard my men say something about the Djinn looking for it, and Nicholas Daybreaker also mentioned he was looking for it,” said Abad.


    “The Djinn foresee their own destruction if the Midnight Jewel is used against them, and so they seek to find and destroy it. They don’t know where it is—yet,” responded the Witch Queen. “What their magic has shown them is that Nicholas and Bettina Daybreaker are the caretakers of the Midnight Jewel.”


    That’s why the Djinn grabbed Mom. That meant the Djinn could be after me as well. I needed the Witch Queen to let me go.


    The Witch Queen turned toward me and winked. In my mind, I heard her voice: Relax, Max. Stop fighting me. I will release you soon enough. I need to finish my discussion with Cinn and my son.


    Was I hearing the Witch Queen’s thoughts?


    Yes, and I can hear yours loud and clear, said the Witch Queen in my head. Just relax and listen to what I say. I’m talking to you as well.


    I relaxed as much as I could. I thought about my farm at home, bringing the lambs into the barn at night, and how they would jump and bleat at me. My stomach untwisted enough to focus again on the conversation.


    Both Cinn and Abad were looking at me.


    “Does the boy know where it is?” asked Cinn.


    “No, he doesn’t,” answered the Witch Queen. “But that does not mean he is safe. If they get hold of Max, they could use him as leverage to get his mother to talk.”


    I’m right here, I thought. I can hear you. Stop talking about me, please. It was useless, I knew, because they couldn’t hear me, but perhaps the Witch Queen could turn the conversation. It felt awkward listening to people talk about me as if I wasn’t right in front of them.


    “You must reunite him with his mother before the Djinn decide to come for him,” the Witch Queen said. “Once she knows he’s safe, then I believe she’ll use the Midnight Jewel to defeat the Djinn and restore the balance.”


    Am I just a pawn in some game? I directed my thoughts to the Witch Queen. Let me go!


    Her magical hold slipped. Her hand recoiled like she had touched something hot.


    “Max must be brave now.” The Witch Queen looked at me as she continued her conversation with Cinn and Abad. “Braver than he’s ever been in his life. He is not a master of his powers yet, so he must use his wits, his bravery, and his will to find his parents.”


    “We will go together, then,” said Abad. “If he is that vital, he’ll need protection.”


    “Each of you has a part in this story,” replied the Witch Queen. “Max will face his greatest challenges alone to succeed.” She turned to the men still sitting like children at the base of her dais. “We each must do what we are intended to. Captain Cinn, you will take him deep into the Ice Flows in the north—to Sanctus. You will need to take him to a mountain of ice that looks like the head of a raven. Once you’ve reached the place, Max must enter Arctus alone. From there, he must journey to the Ice Palace. It is there his mother is being held.”


    “Are ye insane?” retorted Cinn. “I can’t leave him alone in the Ice Flows! If the cold doesn’t kill him, then the snow bears will surely find and eat him.”


    “You will do as I tell you. If you don’t, you, your crew, and Max will perish. I’ve seen it in my visions. He’ll never reunite with his family, and the Djinn will gain enough power to defeat me and enslave all of the three seas.”


    I hoped Cinn wouldn’t push her much further. She might turn him into a neat little pile of ash on the ground.


    “My son, your journey lies elsewhere. Malamud’s daughter, Zonobia, advances from the east. Every person her Twilight Army kills rises and is added to their ranks. You won’t be able to defeat her, but you can slow her progress.”


    “I can’t believe you don’t know where this Midnight Jewel is, Mother. Why are we not seeking it out?” asked Abad.


    “Because that is not the way fate works. It is Max’s mission to find his family—and only then will the Midnight Jewel’s location be revealed,” replied the Witch Queen. “Your fate lies in defending your land against an army that grows by the hour like a disease. You must join your men before the Twilight Army reaches the temple.”


    “I don’t have my father’s power,” said Abad in a desperate voice. “Why don’t you send him?”


    “Because I’m sending you,” she said. Her eyes were stern, her mouth fixed.


    Abad bowed low. “I will do as you command . . . Mother.”


    “You almost sounded like you meant it,” the Witch Queen said with a laugh. “I don’t need you to be sincere, son. I need you to be obedient and loyal to your family. I will send a regiment of my daughters to accompany you. Make haste, for the Djinn never sleep, never rest, and will never stop.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen



    The Witch Queen stopped stroking my hair, and like a bubble popping, her magical influence over me was gone. I took a few deep breaths and stretched my legs and arms. They were stiff from being in one position for so long.


    I thought about what the Witch Queen had said, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to walk around on an icy tundra by myself. Snow bears chasing me didn’t sound like much fun at all. And then there was the freezing cold. It was the worst possible condition for me to be in. Surely I would have a much better chance of survival with my friends by my side.


    “Are ye okay, Master Max?” asked Cinn.


    “I’m fine. Where’s Linzy and the others?” I asked.


    “Still with the Kolorans, I suppose. We went looking for ye, and them harpies grabbed us,” explained Cinn. “Gave us quite a scare, ye see. Glad yer all right, Master Max.”


    “The Twilight Army approaches,” blurted out the Witch Queen. “I will prepare for your transportation.”


    She vanished as if she had never been standing on the dais—no fancy smoke or sound. Just gone.


    “All this time and ye never mentioned she was yer mom,” Cinn said, turning to look at the prince. “Ye have everyone believing your mom was some maiden that died in childbirth. Why?”


    “My private affairs are none of your business . . . pirate,” spat Abad.


    “Do you intend on taking us back to yer father now?” asked Cinn.


    Abad fiddled with the hilt of his sword, looking off into the darkness of the temple. “I’m not sure.”


    “Yer mother is sending you into a war,” said Cinn. “She wants me to drop off Max in the middle of the Ice flows. How am I supposed to take the boy if I’m locked up? How am I to sail the Pig without me crew?”


    “You are asking me to commit treason,” replied Abad.


    “Please help us,” I begged. “I know you’ve no reason to, and I did help the pirates escape. You cared enough to come to Paradisi to try to protect my mom and me. All I’m asking you is to help us get a little further. The six sea gods know I don’t want to wander around on the ice by myself, but if that is where my mother is, then it’s the snow bears that should be scared of me because I won’t let anything stop me.”


    I felt a surge of pride in myself. I was acting bravely, and I believed the words I was saying. I would do anything to help my mom.


    “I can’t return to the Jade Palace and try to convince him that the Djinn are loose if I am supposed to remain here and slow down the Twilight Army. I will help you as I can,” replied Abad. He pointed a finger toward Cinn. “But when this war is done, you will still have your day of judgment. Sisters?”


    Two harpies flew down and landed with a soft thud. I recognized these two as the garrison’s harpies—they wore the sultan’s insignia on their black leather shirts.


    “What do you wisssh, brother?” asked one of them.


    “Help Max and Cinn regain control of the Saucy Pig,” Abad said.


    “Nice to meet you. I’m Max,” I said and held out my hand. I’m not sure why I did it. They looked at me with a curious expression.


    One of the harpies stepped forward and took my hand in her talon. She was gentle, but I could tell that her claws could easily tear out a man’s heart.


    “I’m Iona, and thisssss is my sissssster, Trissssta.”


    I released her talon, and her head turned right and left to look at me, much the same way I’ve seen birds peer from a tree branch.


    “My sisters are the only two I trust fully,” Abad said. “They are loyal to my mother and me. They will protect you and help you retrieve your crew, Cinn. I wish there were a way in which there wouldn’t be casualties, but there is no time for that. I’m committing an act of treason, but I can’t allow the guild or my father to know that yet. Sisters, please try not to kill anyone unless you must. The palace guards are good men only doing their duty. Do you understand?”


    “Yesss, brother,” said Iona.


    “Find your men and get to your ship,” commanded Abad. “My sisters will do the rest.”


    “I hope ye are right, Abad. May the six sea gods protect you on your journey,” said Cinn, extending his hand.


    Abad looked at it for a moment—and took it. “May the six sea gods protect you all.”


    Another harpy landed near us and said, “Mother saysss, you mussst go now. Your friendsss are outssside.”


    We walked through a long tunnel that led out to the front of the temple. It was morning. We had been in the temple all night, even though it had not felt like more than an hour.


    It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. We weren’t alone. Three dozen harpies stood at attention in front of the entrance. They held their long spears at their sides and looked straight ahead without moving. An oversized basket stood before us filled with boxes and sacks.


    Beyond the basket were the Kolorans and the guild guards we had met. The Kolorans held makeshift weapons and farm implements. They were talking all at once, which added to the chaos around us.


    I scanned the crowd, frantic to find my friends. I spied them talking to Lieutenant Solora. I tried to shout to them, but they couldn’t hear me, and so I ran, waving my arms widely.


    Linzy saw me first and dropped her pack. She ran over and hugged me.


    “Thank the six sea gods, you’re safe, Max! When you disappeared, we thought a snake might have dragged you back in the bush, and then when Cinn and—”


    “I’m okay,” I said. “We are all okay. What is everyone doing here?”


    “One of the harpies told us the Twilight Army was approaching,” reported Anya. “So they broke camp, and we followed them here. The harpies won’t allow us in the temple. We aren’t sure what is going on, but it seems the Kolorans and the tribespeople are preparing for battle.”


    “If the Witch Queen allows you in her temple,” I offered, “you’d be safe.”


    I felt a small breeze touch the back of my neck, and Sal and Anya took a step back. Linzy gripped her staff in one hand and grabbed my hand with the other.


    “She is standing right behind me, isn’t she?” I asked. Piers and Cinn took up positions beside Linzy and me.


    “These must be your friends, Max,” the Witch Queen said from behind me.


    I turned. “This is Linzy, Anya, Sal, and Piers.”


    The Witch Queen looked each person over slowly. “Piers, you are an interesting fellow. Loyal to your captain, but he doesn’t know who you really are, does he? What you’re capable of?” Her eyebrows rose. “He is a fine creature, Max. He is strong and skilled in battle. A giant of a man, but tender of heart. He’ll serve you well.”


    She moved on down the line.


    “And Anya, is it?” the Witch Queen inquired. “A spy . . . No, wait . . . an assassin for the Thieves Guild. You are as good as your word and will fight to the death for those you deem worthy. She is cunning and sly—another fine choice, Max.”


    Anya frowned at the Witch Queen for a moment as she moved on to Sal.


    “Ah, this one is most unexpected,” said the Witch Queen, studying Sal, who glowered back at her defensively. “A Norn. A measurer of fate. Norns are drawn to war and death. They meddle in the fates of those they favor. You are the last female of your kind. How sad. Max, did you know that only female Norns can see the future? The men can see the present and a little of the past. They are lie detectors, but not much more. She must have smelled your destiny and was attracted to it like a bee to a flower.”


    Sal’s face was a deep red color, and her fists were clenched.


    “You don’t know me, witch,” she spat. “And to think I admired you. I’m not here to meddle in the boy’s fate. He needed support and guidance. That is all.”


    “I do know you, Sal, and much about your kind,” replied the Witch Queen. “Here is one more thing you should know about Norns, Max. The futures they see can shift and change, and so do their visions. Only one vision remains locked and unmovable: their own death. Once they can begin seeing others’ futures, they glimpse their own final moments. They know when and how they will die for their entire life but can do nothing to stop it. Pathetic, if you ask me.”


    Sal stepped forward, but Cinn put his hand on her shoulder and said, “Don’t, Sal. Leave it be.”


    The Witch Queen finally stood before Linzy. Linzy stood tall and gripped her staff so tightly, her knuckles were white. “Oh, my, my, my . . . I saved the best for last. Her destiny is almost as delicious as yours, Max. How fortunate you are to have your fates entwined. You should watch this one closely—she can be your greatest ally or your most dangerous foe.”


    “You only love to spread misery and pain,” said Linzy in a defiant tone. “I’ve committed to protecting him. We have something that binds us: we are alone in the world, and our parents have been taken from us. He needs me, and I need him, because . . . if we are bonded in our journey, we are no longer alone. I care for him, and I would never hurt him.”


    She felt we were . . . bonded? I did feel close to her and wanted her to be close to me. My feelings for her had grown, and it was nice to know she had feelings for me as well.


    “Be careful of the words you utter, girl,” warned the Witch Queen. “You could live to regret them.”


    Linzy pulled me closer and raised her staff. “Begone, witch. I’m the queen of Arctus. He is under my protection.”


    “You are not the queen—yet. First, you must dethrone the one who currently rules Arctus.”


    “My father is dead, and I’m next in line,” countered Linzy.


    “This is true, but it is not one of your bloodline who rules in the Ice Palace.”


    Linzy and the Witch Queen stared at each other for a few heartbeats, and then the Witch Queen laughed. “We don’t have time for any more of these games, I’m afraid,” she said. “Zonobia and her army approach. Max, you and your friends, must leave now. My daughters will take you back to the Jade Palace.”


    The Witch Queen vanished in a blink.


    “What about my boat?” asked Sal.


    “Do you want to walk back to the docks alone? I think we are safer with these ladies.” Anya nodded toward the harpies who were preparing for battle. They wore helmets and dark metal armor. Some had shields, and most of them carried long spears.


    “I suppose you’re right,” said Sal.


    We walked toward the basket, but I wasn’t sure what we were supposed to do next. Abad came over to us with a couple of his guards.


    “I must take my leave of you and prepare to battle the Twilight Army, at least until you are safely away,” Abad said. “I’m sure my mother will protect us with her magic. This is her jungle and her temple. I don’t believe the Djinn are strong enough yet to challenge her here. I will leave you in their capable claws.”


    “Is that supposed to be funny?” asked Cinn.


    “It was funny to me,” said Abad as he walked away.


    The large basket came up to my shoulders. It was as wide as eight men and as deep as four. There was a door in which to step through to get inside the open-topped basket. Inside were boxes, sacks, and other provisions.


    “Quickly, get inssside. They come,” said Trista.


    Linzy, Cinn, Piers, and I entered the basket first. Its sides were made of woven vines and its floor of wooden planks. Six grommets were set in the floor with thick ropes tied to them. The ends of the ropes hung over the sides of the basket.


    A horn sounded. “Quickly!” shouted Cinn to Sal and Anya. “Get aboard. I’m afraid I know which way we go next, so hold on.”


    “Hold them off, sistersss, until we are clear,” said Trista. She picked up one of the ropes with her taloned foot. Iona and four other harpies each held one of the other ropes. They all spread their bat-like wings and prepared to take to the sky.


    “Hurry!” I screamed at Sal and Anya, but there was chaos all around with people running and screaming. It was unclear which way the army was approaching. The basket lifted a little, and Piers held out his hand to Sal. An arrow appeared through her chest.


    “No!” I screamed as she fell backward. Anya was behind Sal and caught her. “Stop!” I shouted up to the harpies. “Take us down! We have to get her!”


    “No,” gurgled Sal. “The Witch Queen was right about me. Today is the day. This is the moment. You must get away.”


    There were screams as more arrows pierced the Kolorans as they fled the unseen enemy.


    “I will stay with her, Max,” shouted Anya. “I will find you. I promise. Cinn, I will hunt you down if anything happens to that boy. You hear me?”


    “Yes, loud and clear,” said Cinn with a grim expression. “I won’t say goodbye . . . only that we will see you soon!”


    The basket rose quickly over the treetops. One of the harpies’ wings was struck by a flaming arrow, and with a wild screech, she landed on the jungle floor. Our basket lurched to one side, and we all fell into the pile of supplies.


    Screams and fire filled the air. Volley after volley of fire arrows erupted from the jungle from unseen archers. Alerted, the harpies flew upward with renewed effort. A new harpy took up the rope from her fallen sister, and our basket leveled again.


    Around us, a dozen other harpies held their long spears and scanned the area below. One by one, they dove down and skewered the Twilight Army soldiers, three or four at a time, with their elongated spears. The Twilight Army soldiers had a grey pallor to their skin. Some were missing limbs, and others had holes in their clothes, crusted with something black and putrid. Many were covered in festering, pus-filled wounds. The soldiers had eyes that were a milky green color without pupils. They made moaning sounds but didn’t seem to speak words. Even when they were impaled on spears, they continued to wiggle around like worms on a fishhook.


    Once the harpies were out of spears, they resorted to tearing the writhing creatures’ bodies with their talons. They grasped the bodies and lifted them into the air. Then they flew fast and smashed them against the wall of the temple with an audible splat! No matter how many they killed, the Twilight Army kept advancing, stepping over their fallen comrades without any sign of empathy or emotion. The bodies only represented an obstacle that momentarily slowed their pace.


    I was frozen in horror at what I was witnessing. I gripped the side of the basket until my fingers hurt.


    “Tie these ropes to yer waists,” Cinn yelled over the rushing wind. He helped secure us to the basket, but it didn’t make me feel any safer as we were climbing higher in the sky. If the harpies let go or were shot down with arrows, being tied to the side of the basket wouldn’t help us much.


    A black cloud advanced through the trees from the east. It moved with lightning speed, and foliage withered as it passed.


    “Look there!” I screamed. I was trembling.


    “It’s a Djinn,” Linzy said, confirming my worst fear.


    We were holding our position—fortunately, well beyond the range of arrows. Fires and fighting were occurring all around the temple. I couldn’t see who was winning, but I didn’t think Kolorans with crude weapons were any match for an army of animated corpses. I thought about Sal and Anya down in the fray and how helpless they were.


    “Cinn, we have to go back—we have to get Sal and Anya. We can’t let them get killed by the Djinn and turned into . . . those monsters.”


    “Anya is smart, Master Max,” said Cinn. “She is an assassin in the Thieves Guild, and ye don’t become one without being able to find a safe place to hide when things go upside down. We are too far away now.”


    I felt a hot tear on my cheek.


    “They are not alone,” added Linzy. “The harpies are there, and Prince Abad is fighting with his men.”


    “Where is the Witch Queen?” I banged my fist on the side of the basket. “She is powerful enough to stop all of them! Why is she letting them die?”


    We were high above the trees, but I could still see the battle raging below. The black cloud continued its movement through the jungle, and trees blistered and blackened in its wake. A flash split the sky, followed by a thunderclap. I shielded my eyes from the bright light.


    “Look!” Piers was pointing toward the temple. The Witch Queen stood perfectly balanced on the tip of the pyramid. Her eyes glowed with green luminescence. She wore a black cloak that flapped violently in the wind.


    “Zonobia, you’ve dared to enter my domain.” The Witch Queen’s voice boomed and vibrated through the basket. Motion down below stilled, and the black cloud stopped advancing as well.


    “This is my home. My sacred temple. You are not welcome here. Be gone!”


    The clouds above us became dark and menacing. The wind picked up.


    “Iona . . . Trista . . . get us out of here!” shouted Cinn. A gust rocked the basket, and the harpies struggled to stay in formation. I was afraid that the whole basket would dump us out. I sat down, and Linzy moved in close to me. Cinn and Piers held on to the other side of the basket.


    Thunder rumbled in the clouds above us. The motion of the basket rocking back and forth made my stomach hurt.


    We flew faster and faster, and I wanted to scream because the wind was so loud that I thought the basket would tear apart.


    Some of the lighter bags were whipped up and over the side of the basket. I wasn’t sure we were going to get away from the Witch Queen’s storm. The hairs on my arms stood up, and I had a strong desire to vomit.


    Just when I thought we were going to be ripped away from the harpies and plunged into the jungle below, the wind stopped, and I couldn’t hear anything. Cinn, Piers, and Linzy were shouting, but I couldn’t make out their words. The Witch Queen spread her arms wide. A green light began pulsing from her—she looked like a small green star, and its intensity made my eyes hurt. The green light pulsed three times like a heartbeat and then exploded from the Witch Queen in an expanding translucent bubble.


    I grabbed my knees, bracing for impact.


    The soundwave rippled the air as it blasted past us, followed by a wave of green light that covered the trees below.


    Our basket blew upward, and I felt myself sliding over the lip of the basket as it swung. I held onto my rope and felt a jolt as it drew taut. The basket righted itself, but the force also made the harpies dip in the sky about ten feet. I dangled below the basket and saw only the green of treetops thirty feet below. Above the treetops was a shimmery green light. It twinkled in the daylight and seemed to move up and down like waves on an open sea.


    “Help!” I screamed. I clung to the rope.


    “Hold on, Max!” yelled Linzy.


    I felt my body being pulled up the side of the basket. A hand grabbed the rope around my waist and hauled me back in. It was Piers, and he was panting a bit.


    “What was that?” asked Cinn.


    We turned and looked back at the temple again. The Witch Queen was gone, but the entire jungle was covered in the green light.


    “She must have put up the magical barrier again,” I said. “That is what the Kolorans were talking about. They said she protected them before with a barrier. And now it has returned. Do you think Anya and Sal are safe, then?”


    “I hope so,” said Cinn. “I certainly hope so.”


    We continued northward, and it wasn’t long before we could see the shoreline of Harsu. The harpies’ wings beat furiously, and the rushing air sounded like sails on a windy day. The air got colder the higher we rose, and Linzy put the blanket back over me. Red welts had already formed on my arms.


    Soon, we were flying above the tree city of Kolora. The Urchin was still moored at the harbor. And as we passed from jungle to desert, we saw the edge of the Witch Queen’s green shield.


    We were headed to the Jade Palace. I didn’t know which I was more afraid of—what was behind us or what lay ahead.


    I was glad that my friends were with me. I said a short prayer like mom had taught me, to the six sea gods, asking them to help Anya and Sal. If they could get back to the Urchin, they could sail away and be safe.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen



    Below us, there was nothing but the flat blackness of the desert. Because of the wind blowing in our ears, conversation was difficult. The night was chilly, so I burrowed under a blanket next to Linzy. Cinn had his spyglass and scanned the horizon, although I’m not sure what he could see at night. Everyone was quiet and deep in their thoughts.


    I wasn’t sure what we would be facing when we returned to the Jade Palace. We needed to reconnect to Cinn’s crew and figure out how to escape on the Saucy Pig. I couldn’t imagine taking on the guild’s army or the palace guard. There were far too many of them, and they were armored and armed. It would take a hundred barrels full of Uko to overcome that many soldiers.


    We only had six harpies with us, so I wasn’t sure if they would stand by us in a fight. For all we knew, they might drop us off at the palace gates and fly home.


    “What are we going to do if, by some miracle, we release the Pig and the crew?” I asked.


    “It’ll take at least a week to make it to the southernmost point of the Ice Flows,” replied Cinn. “I don’t know where we are to go after that.”


    “What if the Spice Guild comes after us?” I asked.


    “Max, we were fooled by Abad once in all the time we have been sailin’ the three seas. The Saucy Pig is the fastest ship on the water. I wouldn’t worry.”


    I was worried, and something in Cinn’s voice made me think he was concerned too. First, we needed to find the crew and take back the Pig. I looked around the basket at Linzy, Piers, and Cinn and felt lucky not to have to face what was ahead alone.


    At midday, we landed on a rocky outcropping near a road. I recognized it as the path that led up toward the market and Jade Palace.


    “You wait till sssundown,” said Trista. “We ssshall return.”


    “Can I ask ye sumtin’?” inquired Cinn. There was no answer forthcoming because Trista had already flown off with her sisters toward the Jade Palace. “I would have at least liked to know what their plan was going to be! We need to find the crew.”


    “I suggest we make contact with the Thieves Guild—they may know where the crew is,” suggested Piers.


    “Is it safe?” asked Linzy.


    “If yer with us, ye’ll be safe enough,” replied Cinn. “I need to go to the under-market for some plants and herbs, and we can ask around while we’re there. We’ll return here to meet the harpies at sundown—savvy?” asked Cinn.


    As we strode through the market, I marveled at the hustle of the streets, the smells, and the sounds of musicians and buskers. I could spend days looking in each stall, but Cinn kept a brisk pace until we reached the privies. The smell was pungent and sickly in the afternoon air.


    “This is where we have been rushing to?” I held my nose. “One of these days, maybe I will be able to look around the market rather than flying through it.” I knew we were in a hurry, but this was the second time I had traveled through this wondrous place and not been able to explore it.


    “Aye, it is one of the best markets in the three seas, but now we are about to enter the under-market. It can be a dangerous place, so stay close and talk to no one.”


    Linzy and I nodded our heads.


    We approached a man with a large bowl of water in front of him. He had strange white eyes, and the way he moved and talked to people made me think he was blind.


    He accepted some coin from people coming out of the small huts used as privies. They would approach with their hands out above the large bowl. He would pour water over their hands and give them a towel to dry. He would then pour some scented oil on their hands as they left.


    Cinn placed a small coin with the imprint of a bee on it in the blind man’s hand. The bee looked the same as the one I had seen tattooed on Anya’s wrist. The man’s fingers rubbed the coin a couple of times, and then he handed it back.


    “You know there is a sizable bounty on your heads,” said the blind man. “I heard a pound of salt, a quarter portion of pepper, and a healer’s kit would be paid on each of your heads, Captain Cinn. If the boy is brought in, there is an extra royal chef’s portion as a bonus.”


    “A what? Are ye kidding me, Orion?” said Cinn in a fluster.


    “You know I’m neutral, Cinn, and I don’t collect bounties, but that is not to say someone below wouldn’t turn you in. Be mindful.”


    “Orion, yer an honorable thief, and I appreciate the warning. We shan’t be in the under-market long enough for anyone to notice.”


    “You and your guests may pass,” Orion said as he pointed to one of the huts. I waved my hand in front of Orion’s face to determine if he was blind since he seemed to know who we were without any of us speaking. Perhaps he wasn’t as blind as he pretended to be.


    “There are other ways of seeing people than with eyes, young man,” said Orion with a chuckle. I jumped back a step in surprise.


    We walked to the privy Orion had pointed to. Like the other privies, there was a mud-caked curtain hung for privacy. Inside, I knew there was a hole in the ground and a pot with wood dust to pour over the spot after you finished using it. They had these types of privies at the Paradisi docks, and I hated them. Even with my nose clamped, I could taste the filth in the air, and the flies buzzed everywhere.


    The privy we were sent to had a rope across it with a sign: DON’T USE.


    Cinn pulled the rope aside and ushered us in. Instead of a hole, there was a cabinet with pots and boxes in it. Cinn pulled on one of the pots on the bottom shelf, and there was a click. He then pushed the cabinet aside to reveal an opening with a ladder hanging down. Once we reached the sewer floor, Cinn pulled down on a lever on the wall, and the cabinet above us slid back into place.


    Cinn grabbed a torch, and we followed him down a long, dark tunnel. There was water running down the center of the walkway, and the stench was fouler than at the privies. I made sure my face was covered with my sheilab, as it helped with the smell.


    Crude images of bees were scrawled next to the tunnels that Cinn chose whenever we came to a crossroad or fork. “What do those bees mean?”


    “Ye’ve a keen eye, Master Max. That is the crumble bee, the symbol of the Thieves Guild.”


    “What’s a crumble bee?” asked Linzy.


    “They are found mostly in Tyreen, but there are hives in Harsu as well. They are tiny bees, no bigger than a grain of sand. Ye usually don’t see them, even when they’re swarming around ye, but ye’ll feel them. They have a potent poison in their sting, and while one or two wouldn’t make ye sick, ye usually are stung by hundreds or even thousands of them at a time. They can take down a full-grown ox in minutes.”


    “That sounds awful,” said Linzy.


    “Oh, it is. The crumble bees are like thieves—you don’t see them because they hide in the shadows and strike without being seen. If you make the Thieves Guild mad, then you can have hundreds of them on you before you ever knew they were coming.”


    “How do you avoid the crumble bees?” I asked.


    “You avoid where they build their hives. You can smell them—they smell like crushed almonds. They often build their nest in the roots of dead trees. If you feel their sting, you run to the nearest water and dive in. You hold your breath and pray to the sea gods that they will go away.”


    Linzy shuddered a little. “They sound like awful creatures.”


    “They are like most creatures—they will attack when threatened. It is their nature. There is one other thing about crumble bees you should know. If they find a creature that is starving, they will drip their honey for them to eat. It’s called honey rain. No one is sure why they do it, as crumble bees need the honey to feed their own hive.”


    “Huh,” said Linzy.


    “Now you know why they are the symbol of the Thieves Guild. We don’t always steal to line our own pockets. We share with others who are less fortunate than we are.”


    Maybe it was the reason my parents were working with the pirates. They were providing honey rain for those less fortunate. It didn’t make me any less angry at them for lying to me, but it did make me a bit prouder of them.


    We rounded a corner into a room with a high dome obscured by shadows above us. The walls were lined with openings that, upon closer inspection, contained wrapped bodies. We were in the catacombs of the Jade Palace. All manner of people strolled about, and it was more like a circus than a market. There were performers and artisans, cooks, and smiths. The market up above was light, airy and full of color, and in contrast, the under-market was mysterious, dark, and a little scary. Some people were clothed in leather and light armor, and others wore very little clothing.


    People were noticing us as we walked through the market. Some pointed and whispered.


    “Perhaps this wasn’t the best idea,” I managed to say as I gulped.


    Linzy walked closer to me with her staff held lightly in both hands in front of her. It wasn’t a stance of aggression, but one of warning. Piers took up a position on the other side of me. I still marveled at his massive frame. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, you paid attention to his low, rumbling voice. I felt a little safer with him beside me. As curious as I was about the under-market, I was ready to leave.


    “There are under-markets in most of the major cities across all the islands. It is how we can sell and transport spice once we . . . procure it.” Cinn winked at me. “The problem is that they are constantly moving to evade the Spice Guild. The sea gods were favoring us today that I was able to find it so quickly. I need to see a man about some herbs.”


    “I will ask around to see if anyone knows where our crew is,” said Piers.


    Piers and Cinn went in opposite directions, which left Linzy and me alone. A trio of women was performing amazing acrobatics nearby, contorting their bodies in impossible ways. I stopped for a look, and I felt a slight tug on my backpack. Linzy spun her staff and hit someone behind me.


    “Ouch!” said a girl. “That hurt.”


    “I suppose you shouldn’t try to steal out of someone’s pack like that.” Linzy was pointing the end of her staff at the other girl’s face. The young thief was about my age. She wore red and yellow silks wrapped all around her body, and her hair was drawn up in a ponytail.


    “You want to make something of it?” said the girl, and she balled up her fists.


    “Mesha, no,” said one of the women performing. “You will have to forgive our little sister. She wants to prove herself to be a thief, but we tell her all the time she is too young.”


    I could no longer see Cinn or Piers in the crowd. Their timing was rotten.


    “Darla, you know I can steal. This boy was watching you perform, and I snuck up behind him like you taught me. He was an easy mark until this girl, and her stick got involved.” She squared off with Linzy, her hands pressed on her hips. “Don’t you know the code? We keep what we find. You’re not supposed to get involved in someone else’s mark.”


    Linzy held herself high. “I’m not a thief. I’ll have you know that I’m a—”


    “Oh!” I interrupted. “What she means to say is that we’re here with our uncle. And this is our first time at the under-market. We don’t know all the rules, and how silly it was for me to leave my pack so exposed. Like I was asking for it, right?” I tried to chuckle.


    I scanned the crowd again and spotted Cinn in the far corner conversing with someone.


    “Oh, there he is. Hey, Uncle Cinn,” I called to him.


    “Captain Cinn? He’s your uncle?” asked Darla. “I didn’t think he had a family.”


    “Oh, yeah . . . He just found out he had a sister, so we insisted that he take us with him so we could see what a pirate’s life was like.”


    “How strange,” said Mesha. “So, are you from a Koloran tribe? You dress like them. I sito naba rhe?”


    The other two performing women stood in front of us now. We were drawing a crowd. I looked for an exit or a gap in the crowd but found neither.


    “Ritam loki picary su,” said a deep voice behind us. The three sisters backed up a bit.


    “We are so sorry, Piers. We didn’t realize he was with you. Strangers alone in the under-market are not safe,” said Darla.


    “They seem safe enough with me, do they not, Darla Torani?” replied Piers.


    The crowd around us was growing. My magical power itched as it awakened inside me, but I didn’t want to let it loose here in the market and hurt someone. I wasn’t confident that I had it totally under control yet.


    “You know the Spice Guild has a bounty on your heads, right? The ones for you and Cinn are high—but that boy?” Darla defiantly took a step forward. “It could buy meals for my family for many months.”


    Piers stepped past me, his hand on the hilt of the Spice Guild sword he had grabbed back at the witch’s temple. “Do you intend to collect on that bounty? Do any of you want to try?” Piers looked around the crowd.


    Darla took another step forward with her sisters on both sides of her. “It would be our right to—”


    “Oh, there ye are!” said Cinn in an overly flamboyant tone. “I see ye’ve made some friends. So delightful to catch up with our thievin’ brothers and sisters.”


    The crowd broke up, and conversations filled the space.


    “It’s time for us to go,” urged Cinn. “It was a pleasure to see you again, Darla, and yer lovely sisters. We’ll have to catch up soon!”


    We followed Cinn back toward the entrance of the catacombs, moving fast. Once we were through the archway, Cinn said, “We must retrace our steps quickly.”


    We half-ran, half-walked to a crossroads. Cinn stopped and held up his hand.


    He reached into his bag and carefully pulled out what looked like a brown ball with some branches coming out of it. He cut some twine and tied it to the ball.


    “Piers, hang it there.”


    Piers carefully hung the brown root thing from the ceiling, taking the loose end and stringing it ankle-height across the passage.


    “It ain’t pretty, but it’ll have to do,” said Cinn. “Let’s move.”


    I heard light splashing coming from behind. Someone was following us.


    We hurried after Cinn as he navigated the maze of passages. Suddenly we heard screams behind us.


    “What was that?” I asked breathlessly.


    “That was an adder root ball. It is delicate, and when it strikes something, it releases a spore that will instantly blind you. If they find a healer quick enough, it will only blind them fer a couple of days,” said Cinn as we slowed our pace.


    “If they don’t find a healer?” asked Linzy.


    “Then they’ll be needin’ a good walkin’ stick the rest of their life. I’m not too worried because the scoundrel I bought this from has all the antidotes to the poisons he sells. It will cost them a few coins, but it serves them right fer trying to collect a bounty on a boy. Where is the dignity in that?”


    We soon reached the lever with the crumble bee inscribed on it, and Cinn opened the hole overhead.


    “Did you find out where our men are?” asked Cinn.


    “They were hiding in the under-market, but they left yesterday,” replied Piers. “Corsus said they received a message from us. No one has seen or heard from them since.”


    “But . . . we didn’t send a message,” I said, confused.


    “Aye, sounds like a trap,” said Cinn. “Perhaps the harpies have had more luck. We need to get back to our meetin’ point and prepare. It won’t be long before the guild knows we’ve returned to the city. With the prince gone, the sultan will only assume the worst, and he will burn this town down to find us.”
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    We were concerned that the harpies wouldn’t return and that the crew had been captured. We tried to formulate a plan to take the Saucy Pig back, but everything we came up with ended in being thrown into the dungeon. Even if we managed to get on the ship, it would take more than four of us to sail her.


    Cinn cut up some plants, and with silks he’d bought in the under-market, he crafted small sacks to hold the plants. Piers squeezed blue liquid from five-sided leaves into tiny glass bottles.


    “What is in those little bottles you’ve been filling?” I asked.


    “This is slippery eel sap,” said Piers. “When the bottle breaks, anyone who steps on the liquid won’t be able to stand up without falling.”


    I giggled to myself, thinking of grown men in armor slipping all over the deck.


    “This is spider hair bark.” Cinn patted one of the bags. “It comes from the Niman Jungle. It’s some nasty stuff. Get that on your skin, and you will itch so badly that you might pray for death. I’ve seen men scratch themselves raw and bleeding.”


    Piers held up a blue silk bag. “This is Choo flower. It is dried and ground into a powder. If you inhale that stuff, you’ll sneeze continuously for an hour.”


    “I thought herbs and spices were for making food taste better,” I remarked. “Not to make you sneeze yourself to death.”


    “Some plants are edible. Some add flavor. Some can heal and others harm. Spice Pirates prefer to use nature rather than steel to deal with their problems,” said Cinn.


    We took turns taking watch. Linzy and I did ours together. It was past sunset, but we didn’t want to build a fire and attract attention. I wrapped a blanket around me against the chill. We could see the lights from the market, and some of the voices and sounds carried.


    “I’m not sure the harpies are returning—and we are running out of options,” said Cinn. “Unless ye think this basket will make a good home?”


    Suddenly, Cinn snapped to attention. “What was that?” he whispered. Piers stood up with his sword. The harpies landed with a slight thump. I didn’t know whether to feel relieved or scared. Because of their black wings and fur-covered skin, they were practically invisible by night.


    “We movesss now,” said Trista.


    “Where . . . How?” I asked. “We don’t know where Cinn’s crew is.”


    “They are on your ssship,” said Iona.


    “Well, that’s the best news yet,” said Cinn. “Are they ready to sail?”


    “No, they are trapped. My sistersss and I will help you takesss the sssship,” said Trista, and there was a short flutter, and they were gone.


    “Why do they do that?” I asked. “What is the plan? Is there a plan?”


    “I guess we’ll figure it out when we arrive at the docks. Piers and I’ve been in tougher spots, although I don’t remember any at the moment. Do you, Piers?”


    “No, Captain,” said Piers with a disapproving look.


    “You heard the nice lady,” said Cinn, “it’s time to take back the Pig!”


    Trying to take back the Pig without a plan seemed reckless. I admired Cinn’s confidence, but I wasn’t sure it was the wisest course of action.


    Waves calmly lapped the sand along the dark shore. My movement was hampered because of the heavy pack on my back and soft sand under my feet. I had to stop and catch my breath by the time we reached the harbor. The Saucy Pig bobbed in the gentle waves.


    “Max, ye should hide near the pilings under the boardwalk,” said Cinn. “Piers and Linzy, we will secure the Pig. Once it is clear, we’ll send someone to get ye, Max.”


    “I will stay with Max,” said Linzy.


    “We could use yer staff up there, in case we run into trouble,” said Cinn.


    “I made a promise. I’m not going to leave him alone,” said Linzy.


    “I can take care of myself,” I said. “I can use my power to protect myself. Even the Witch Queen couldn’t hold me for long.”


    “Like you took care of yourself back in the under-market?” asked Linzy, brows raised.


    “Enough, you two—Linzy is right. She stays with you. We need ye both alive, so stay put,” said Cinn.


    “But—”


    “No buts, Master Max. We have been lucky so far, but we won’t be lucky forever. The most important thing now is to get ye back to yer mother. If she knows how to defeat the Djinn and won’t tell her secret until you are safe with her, then we must try everything we can to make that happen. Getting locked up by the Spice Guild is not part of that plan.”


    “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I said. “You are right—finding Mom is important, but I can’t continue to let you take all the risks to protect me. I don’t totally have my power under my control, but if I let it go, I will stop whatever is waiting up there. Besides, the harpies are on our side now.”


    “We can’t be sure of that,” replied Cinn. “They helped us get this far, but they might be delivering us back to our prison cells.”


    I stomped the sand. I wished that everyone could see I was a man and that I could help. There had been plenty of chances since we arrived back at the Jade Palace for them to turn us in, and they could have quickly overtaken us.


    “They are on our side,” I protested.


    “That may be . . . but where are they now?” Cinn asked.


    I couldn’t argue that point. I kicked the sand again. “I will do as you say . . . for now.”


    We made our way to the pilings under the dock. The only thing I could hear was the waves slapping against rocks. There wasn’t even the squawk of a night bird. Cinn and Piers climbed up the side of the boardwalk and out of sight. Boards shifted and creaked. I couldn’t see a thing through the gaps above.


    Minutes stretched by, and silence lay thick in the air. It was like when Abad’s men had come aboard the Saucy Pig and caught us by surprise.


    “I can’t do it. I can’t sit here and wait to find out the fate of my friends. It’s not fair. I’m going to help them,” I said. I ran up the beach until I found a ladder onto the boardwalk.


    “Max! No, don’t—” said Linzy in a hushed voice as she ran after me.


    I scrambled up before she could catch me. I scurried behind a couple of barrels and peeked at the scene beyond. About a hundred palace guards stood at attention in dark green uniforms along the boardwalk. They wore shining gold breastplates and held heavy-looking shields. Along the rails of the Saucy Pig were a few dozen Spice Guild guards. They wore grey tabards and held bows and halberds.


    We’d been betrayed. Neither the harpies nor Cinn was anywhere to be seen.


    Linzy touched my shoulder from behind, and I jumped.


    “We have to get out of here,” whispered Linzy. She tugged on my arm, but it was too late. One of the palace guardsmen broke ranks and drew his sword. Linzy and I scrunched down, but it made little difference.


    The was a clang, and then a thud. The guard slumped over the barrel above us. Someone pulled the man’s body from behind. I couldn’t see who it was, but there was a grunt as the person dragged the body behind the barrels next to us.


    It was Mesha, the thief girl from the market. She didn’t look the same. She wore tight black clothes and had a black scarf atop her head with a ponytail sticking out.


    “Mesha?” I rubbed my eyes.


    “I told you I was a real thief,” she smiled at me. Her eyes cut to Linzy. “A lot of good your stick did.”


    Linzy grimaced. “What is going on?”


    “Cinn and Piers are attempting to board the ship. Not very stealthily, I might add, as Piers is a giant. I’m here to help you.”


    “Why?” I asked. We had just met the girl, and she had not been friendly at our first meeting. Maybe she was here to turn us in for the bounty.


    “I’ll explain later, but for now, you need to follow me,” replied Mesha.


    “And why would we do that?” asked Linzy. “I don’t trust you at all.”


    “You could take on the entire palace guard yourself if you like,” Mesha said with a sneer. “After all, you have your stick.”


    Linzy’s lips curled back in a snarl, and her hands throttled her staff. I put a light hand on her shoulder.


    “Mesha is right,” I said in a soothing tone. “We have no idea where Cinn and Piers are, but I don’t think they have been captured, or they would have put up a fight,” I said. “She saved us from that guard . . . so, I say we trust her.”


    “If you say so, Max—but know this, thief,” she added, glaring at Mesha, “I have my eyes on you. One wrong move, and you will find out just what I can do with my stick.”


    We made our way down the beach toward the pilings again, going underneath the boardwalk. There, we discovered a small rowboat pulled up on the beach.


    “I will help you get aboard—but not for free,” Mesha said as we boarded the little boat.


    “I told you we couldn’t trust her,” said Linzy, drawing back her staff with two hands.


    “Wait . . . wait,” I intervened. “Let’s hear what she has to say. What’s your price?”


    “You must take me with you,” Mesha replied.


    “No, no, no. That’s out of the question,” said Linzy as she squinted at Mesha.


    “I wasn’t asking you”—Mesha’s palm was in Linzy’s face—“I was asking him.”


    “Why are you asking me?” I asked. I did not make the rules aboard the Saucy Pig, and I was not sure Cinn would appreciate a stowaway.


    “You’re Captain Cinn’s nephew, right? You’ve influence over him. I want to go with you on the Saucy Pig,” she said and flipped her ponytail toward Linzy.


    “I . . . uh . . .” For some reason, my face felt hot at the moment. We needed her help, and we could sort it all out later. “Sure.”


    “Max, no!” Linzy grabbed my arm and pulled me away from Mesha. “You don’t know this girl. How do you know you can trust her? She could be handing us over to the guild for the bounty.”


    “I didn’t know you when we met, and I trusted you,” I replied.


    “Well, I . . . I mean . . .” Linzy took a deep breath and sighed. “Oh, very well. Let’s move.”


    We rowed out into the water, and the current tried to pull us out. Linzy and I rowed hard, and Mesha pointed to the side of the ship toward the back. A rope hung over the side, tied up to an open window in Cinn’s cabin.


    “Max, you go up first,” said Mesha.


    “How do we know it’s safe up there?” Linzy asked.


    “Do you think it is an accident that a rope is hanging from the window? I’m the one who put it there.”


    “How did you get on the ship?” Linzy was not moving and crossed her arms. “How did you know we were coming?”


    “A big black birdie told me.” She winked at me.


    I climbed up the rope, almost slipping a couple of times. It was a good thing I left my pack in the boat; I might’ve fallen otherwise. When we reached the cabin, it was blissfully empty.


    We huddled near the front door of the cabin, listening intently. I could hear some voices, and I cracked open the door enough to see what was happening.


    To my horror, Cinn and Piers walked confidently up the boardwalk toward the ship. The guards parted to allow them to pass.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen



    “What do you see?” whispered Mesha in my ear.


    “Two fools walking to their doom,” I said. “Cinn and Piers are making their way here, not even trying to hide.”


    “They must have asked for parley,” said Mesha. “That doesn’t mean the guards won’t put them in chains—it just means they’re willing to talk first.”


    Cinn and Piers reached the gangplank of the ship where Amu and Harim stood to meet them.


    “Ah, so glad to see you again, Captain Cinn—and I see you brought your pet,” taunted Harim.


    Piers put his hand on his sword and stepped forward. Guards immediately grabbed him and relieved him of his weapon.


    “You two are much more slippery than anyone would have guessed,” said Harim. “I told the sultan that when we found you, we should execute you on the spot—but you know how he is. He likes to take his time with things. I guess that’s what happens when you live over three hundred years . . . you savor the misery. Amu is ready to send you to the dungeons for the rest of your miserable lives. But I’m a merciful man, Cinn. Really, I am. So I will give you a chance at an honorable death, right here on your own ship.”


    “Yes, Harim, you are known for your generosity among the three seas,” Cinn said in a tone that dripped with sarcasm. “People sing your praises from Tyreen to Flint Town. They create ballads in your honor to celebrate all of your wonderful deeds, like burning entire cities of those that dare defy the Spice Guild.”


    A bead of sweat glistened on Harim’s bald head, and wrinkles formed upon his brow. “You are so amusing, Cinn, with your sharp tongue, but my time is precious—so, let me get to the point: Tell me where the boy is, and I’ll gift you the death you deserve.”


    “What boy?” said Cinn with his sparkling grin.


    Amu grabbed Cinn by his beard and pulled him nose-to-nose. “No more games, Cinn. Your crew has barricaded themselves aboard your embarrassment of a ship. She was once the shining jewel of the Spice Guild’s fleet, and now you’ve turned her into some perverted pirate cesspool. I have no problem ordering my men to oil and burn it.”


    Amu pushed Cinn back into the guards, who stood close behind him.


    “Amu says they will burn the ship if Cinn doesn’t give me up,” I whispered to the girls. “What do we do? I can’t let the crew die for me. Why does the sultan want me so badly?”


    “I don’t think it’s the sultan,” whispered Mesha. “It’s Harim. He is the one who put the bounty on you.”


    Just like my father and Linzy—Harim was acting by himself. He didn’t want anyone who knew the truth about the Green Spice or the Djinn to get to the sultan.


    “What do you want to do, Max?” asked Linzy.


    “I know the easy thing would be to give myself up, but that could get Cinn, and his crew killed, as I believe Harim is working for the Djinn. We need to stick to the plan—we need to take back the Pig.”


    “That sounds like a great idea,” said Mesha with a broad smile. “How are we going to do it?”


    “I have no idea,” I admitted.


    “Now, don’t be hurting the feelings of the Pig,” Cinn was saying to Harim. “She does have feelings, ye know. As for the boy, I’m at a loss. I’ve not seen the lad since we landed in Harsu a week ago.”


    Harim stepped forward in a flash and slapped Cinn across the face. Cinn staggered a bit. Piers blocked Cinn with his arm.


    “Don’t let him bait you, Captain.”


    “That’s right.” Harim laughed. “Listen to your pet. Give us the location of the boy, and I will be sure they bury your body deep enough so that the dogs don’t find you and dig you back up.”
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    Cinn and Piers were going to die protecting me, so I needed to act fast. My power slithered up my body like hot lightning. My skin burned like it was on fire, and my breath came in short gasps.


    “Are you okay?” Linzy asked. My eyes were fixed on Amu and Harim.


    “I’m fine,” I said. “Please don’t distract me.”


    “Max—no, you can’t control it! You don’t know what it can do yet.”


    “What are you talking about?” asked Mesha.


    The girls’ arguing seemed far away, and I could no longer make out their words. My vision focused on Harim and Amu. Tension built in every part of my body, and the scorching heat of it made me want to scream.
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    “Why so quiet, Amu?” asked Cinn. “We should have been taken into the custody of the palace guard the moment we stepped onto the boardwalk. Does the head of the Spice Guild now run the palace? Are ye his lapdog?”


    Amu took a step forward, punching Cinn hard in his midsection, and he collapsed to his knees. The power within me was ready to lash out—but I wasn’t quite ready. I had one shot, and I had to make it count. The power threatened to burst from me, so I concentrated on steadying my breathing.


    “What’s he doing?” asked Mesha. “Is Max okay?”


    “Stand back,” ordered Linzy. “He’ll either save us or kill us. Help me find some water. We need to be ready.”
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    “No one dictates to the guard except the sultan,” spat Amu. “I’m in charge of the guard and protecting the royal family. My loyalty is to the crown. I care nothing about the boy, and neither does the sultan. You are still alive because I need you to tell me what happened to Prince Abad. He left in search of you, and he has not returned.” Amu kicked Cinn hard in the ribs, and the pirate captain rolled onto his side. I wanted to cry out and run to Cinn. My control of the magic inside was slipping.


    “Yer prince has gone to war. Ye’ve no idea what ye are up against, do ye?” said Cinn with a chuckle. “Ye should prepare for war too, Amu, because death is coming.”


    “You are only delaying things. Where is the boy?” Harim stepped forward as if to join in the kicking. Amu put out his arm to stop him.


    “Wait!” said Amu. “What do you mean the prince has gone to war?”


    “Don’t listen to these pirates,” said Harim. “They probably killed him and are trying to distract you. Remember our deal, Amu. I get the boy, and you can have these filthy pirates to dispose of. Sure, the sultan will be disappointed he couldn’t have them himself, but imagine the disappointment had they escaped on your watch. What if they killed the prince?”


    Sweat rolled into my eyes and stung, and my legs were shaking.


    “Hush your viper tongue,” Amu snapped at Harim. “If the prince or the kingdom is in danger and these men know what is going on, then I must take them immediately before the sultan. Your search for the boy will just have to wait.”


    “Can’t you see they’re fooling you? They’re liars and thieves! You must uphold your end of the bargain. I need the boy—now! Besides, I’m sure Prince Abad is fully capable of dealing with just one Djinn.”


    I could see the smile spread on Cinn’s face. His game was complete.


    “Yes!” I said, pumping my fist.


    “What is it? What’s going on?” asked Linzy, but I didn’t answer because I needed to continue to focus and keep the magic bound until the perfect time to release it.


    “Djinn?” Amu’s eyes went wide.


    This was the moment. I closed my eyes and let the power loose. Even with my eyes closed, my vision traveled with the power flowing from me toward Amu and Harim. I hoped the magic would create enough chaos for Cinn and his men to take back the ship.


    “Oh my, here I am, spreading rumors.” Harim chuckled.


    Amu grabbed Harim by his collar. It was a shirt adorned with jewels and buttoned so tightly it made his neck rolls look like waves crashing on a beach.


    “What rumors?” Amu demanded.


    That is when the power struck—both Amu and Harim were knocked off their feet and propelled into the men on the gangplank. They all fell into a pile of screaming bodies.


    My breath went out of me, and I tumbled to the floor. I crawled to my knees and peered back out the crack in the door. The guards were all looking to the sky.


    A boulder crashed into a group of soldiers on the boardwalk—their bodies smashed through wooden planks into the surf below. Guards scattered in all directions. Another two boulders simultaneously crashed into the troops a few yards away. Terror filled the eyes of the guards closest to the cabin.


    A palace guard pointed up into the sky and screamed, “Harpies!”


    Both Cinn and Piers pulled the scarves on their necks up to cover their mouths. Each pulled a bag from his belt and threw powder toward the guards reaching in to grab them. Some of the guards sneezed and dropped their swords, while others clawed at their armor.


    Loud screeches emanated from the sky. Cinn and Piers ran up the gangplank and threw the tiny bottles onto the deck. Guards slipped and fell over the side rails into the water.


    Cinn and Piers used bag after bag of powder with various effects on the guards until they reached the double doors to the decks below.


    Amu had vanished, but Harim yelled at fleeing soldiers and tried pushing a few of them back toward the ship as they tried to escape.


    The sound of splintering wood continued as boulder after boulder crashed upon the helpless guards.


    Captain Cinn banged on the door and yelled, “Men, it is time to fight!”


    Spice Pirates poured onto the deck, fought the remaining guards, and pushed them off the ship. My vision was clouding. Linzy caught me before I fell again, and she lowered me to the floor.


    “Max . . . Max . . . Stay with me, Max. It won’t be long now. Please, Max, don’t go . . .”


    Cold water splashed into my face, and I gasped.


    “Did I do it right?” asked Mesha.


    I sat up, coughing. “What was that for?”


    Linzy held out her hand to me. “The last time you used your power in the tavern, I threw water in your face, and that seemed to help. Now get up.”


    I opened the cabin door to assess what was happening. Cinn’s crew had cleared the deck of Spice Guild guards and were pulling ropes and untying sails. Boulders crashed mercilessly into the boardwalk, but the screams of the guardsmen became more distant.


    I stood on the poop deck. Harim stood in the middle of the chaos on the boardwalk. He looked oddly at peace and was staring at me. A horrid smile curled up toward his ears, and the hairs on my arms stood up.


    Linzy and Mesha begged me to come back to the cabin, but I needed to see what would happen. Something in the pit of my stomach told me it wasn’t over and that something evil was approaching.


    “Come on, men, raise the anchor! Drop the sails! Cut the ropes!” yelled Cinn as he joined me on the poop deck. “Move it! Let’s get the Pig out of here.”


    A familiar black mist crawled along the ruins of the boardwalk. Torches flickered out as the fog moved past them. The fallen guards that were crushed beneath stone twitched and jerked.


    “Oh, no. It’s a Djinn, and it’s raising the dead guardsmen!” I shuddered.


    “An even better reason to get inside,” said Linzy. She dragged me by my sleeve down the stairs. She used her staff to push Mesha and me inside. We lost our balance and tumbled into a heap. The door banged closed.


    “No, I’ve got to—” I stood up and moved toward the door.


    “Stop, Max!” said Mesha. “Linzy is trying to protect you. I think she’s crazy, but in this, she is correct. You aren’t in any condition to help.”


    My power was tapped. The cold water soaking my clothes made me tingle and itch. I didn’t want to be a coward in hiding, but I could barely move. I needed to get on some dry clothes.


    The ship lurched forward. Outside the bay window, the boardwalk receded.


    Linzy banged back into the cabin. “We are free of the docks. The harpies are still dropping stones, so I don’t think we will be pursued right away.”


    I could see the black mist swirling at the edge of the boardwalk. My chest hurt as I gazed upon it, and so I looked away.


    We escaped Harsu. The Djinn knew where I was, and with the help of Harim, they would be on our trail soon.


    “Get some rest,” said Linzy. “You look terrible. I’ll watch over you.”


    “As will I.” Mesha glared at Linzy. Girls were so strange.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen



    The smell of the vinegar and seafood filled my nostrils. I left my small closet room and entered the captain’s cabin. The sun from the windows was bright, and I squinted.


    “Ah, Master Max, yer awake,” said Cinn. He was cutting fresh onions.


    “Where did you get—”


    The cabin door opened, and Linzy and Mesha rushed in.


    “Oh, by the six sea gods, you’re alive,” Linzy said as she hugged me. Her reaction seemed strange, as I had just seen her the night before. Mesha moved close and looked around the room awkwardly.


    “We weren’t sure you were coming back,” Mesha added.


    “My head hurts, and I’m starving. Perhaps I overdid it last night with the magic,” I said.


    “Three,” said Cinn. He pushed the onions into a bowl with other ingredients. He cut a fuzzy-looking herb into small pieces.


    “Three what?” I asked.


    “Three nights. Ye’ve been out cold for almost four days, Master Max. These girls have been fretting over you every moment.”


    “Four days?” I replied incredulously. “How is that possible?”


    “I believe it has something to do with yer power,” said Cinn. “Ye pushed it hard, and it drained ye. While we appreciate the push, I don’t recommend ye do that again.”


    “Then perhaps whatever you’re cooking will revive me.” I sat on the edge of the hammock.


    “Yer in luck! The food is almost ready,” said Cinn.


    I sat at the table, and my head swam a bit. Mesha and Linzy set the table while I drank some fresh cold apple cider. Fresh fruit and vegetables hung from the rafters.


    “Where did you get the food?” I asked.


    “We stopped briefly for provisions at an outpost in the Spice Islands,” Cinn explained. “We were in and out. News of what happened in Harsu had not reached them yet, so we didn’t delay. I believe the guild has their hands full of harpies and the Djinn, but we don’t want to take a chance.”


    “Did you see that mist on the docks before we left? I believe it was a Djinn,” I said.


    “Aye, Master Max. It was like what we saw in the jungle,” replied Cinn.


    “I believe Harim is working with the Djinn,” I said. “The Djinn mist passed by him without hurting him.”


    Cinn finished making lunch as Piers walked in and smiled. It was nice seeing a smile on his big, broad face. He clapped me on the back.


    “I’m glad to see you’ve returned from the grey fields of the dead. It is good to have you back,” Piers said in his deep, baritone voice.


    “It’s good to be back,” I replied. “What are you making, Captain?”


    “You are in luck, Master Max. I’ve created my famous seafood salad. The trick is in the vinegar and citrus. I use them for cooking the fish and scallops.”


    “You eat them raw?” Mesha asked in disbelief. “That doesn’t sound good. Can you cook mine?”


    “Oh, Mesha, ye’ve got to try new things. Trust me, ye’ll love this.” Cinn cut different colored peppers and added them to the salad. He bent over and whispered, “Me crew does not know I’m making seafood salad, or they’d be beating down my door. It will be our little secret, savvy?”


    Cinn picked up a fork, stabbed some of the seafood salad from the bowl, and offered it to Mesha. She turned her head a little and scrunched her nose.


    “Ye must trust me, Mesha. My greatest passion in the world is food, so I don’t waste my time making bad food. Just taste it. If ye don’t like it, I will fry ye up some sausage.”


    Mesha tentatively opened her mouth, and Cinn pushed the food in.


    Her eyes went wide. “More, please!” said exclaimed.


    The flavors of orange and lime added a certain tartness to the onions, and the combination with the peppers sang in my mouth. The texture of the fish was soft and delightful. Linzy was eating her portion by heaping spoonfuls.


    “I can see by the expression on yer faces that ye approve. Take yer time; I’ve plenty more.” Cinn laughed. “Eat, and then we shall talk.”


    We ate in silence until we had cleaned our plates. The food was divine—and a nice break from the chaos we had endured in Harsu.


    Once we had cleared the table, we sat looking at one another.


    Cinn broke the silence. “We’ve been talkin’, and the ladies believe we should accompany you to Arctus, but I believe we must follow the Witch Queen’s instructions.”


    “Why do you think she insisted I travel alone?” I asked.


    “I wish the Witch Queen had spoken straight,” said Cinn. “Everything she said was wrapped in mystery and vagueness.”


    “I agree.” I looked around the table at my companions and felt very fortunate that I was not alone. “What difference does it make? I would say my chances of survival would be greater with all of you with me.”


    “I agree,” added Linzy.


    “Aye, it would. But every story I’ve heard about the Witch Queen has one thing in common: yer better off doing what she says. If ye don’t, disaster follows.”


    My heart was racing, and my palms were sweating. I did not know what I should do.


    “What about the Ice Palace? If I make it there, can you meet me?” I asked Linzy.


    “I know the way there, once we reach Flint Town,” said Linzy. “I could help Cinn navigate the Pig.”


    “I hope ye can,” admitted Cinn. “I wouldn’t dare try to navigate the Ice Flows that far north without a guide.”


    “How do we know where to leave, Max?” asked Mesha. I caught her looking at me a couple of times, and when she realized it, she looked away. Mesha was still a mystery to me. I appreciated her helping us, but I wondered why she wanted to leave on the Saucy Pig.


    “The Witch Queen gave us a landmark, but I’m not sure where it be,” replied Cinn.


    “I’ve considered what you’ve told me,” said Linzy. “I imagine it would be the southernmost shoreline of Arctus—it’s the only way he could make it to the Ice Palace. I can guide us to the shore, but I don’t remember a raven-shaped mountain. The land between the Ice Palace and the Ice Flows is an ice-covered plain. Other than the snow bears and other small mammals, nothing lives out there. There is nothing but ice and blinding snow for as far as the eye can see.”


    “Sounds charming,” said Mesha.


    “You don’t have to come with us,” Linzy snapped back.


    “All right, ladies,” Cinn intervened. “Let’s keep this civil.”


    “How are we supposed to find out where I’m supposed to go?” I asked. “I’ve no map and no instructions after I reach the shore.”


    “The Witch Queen seemed confident that you would find yer way, so I suppose you’d keep heading north,” offered Cinn.


    “The Witch Queen wants me to find my mom by walking alone into an ice desert. I just don’t understand. Do you think she is helping us, or do you think she is playing with us the way she played with the Malamuds before creating monsters out of them?” I asked.


    “I don’t know,” said Cinn, stroking his beard. “Ye can’t always trust creatures of magic, and especially not the queen of witches.”


    “I wish my dad was here. He’d know what to do,” I lamented.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty



    Progress through the Ice Flows was painfully slow. Cinn worried that we would hit some underwater ice and crack the hull. Pirates watched on both sides of the ship whenever we were in motion. At night we anchored, because seeing through the impenetrable black water was impossible.


    I made myself useful to the crew by pulling ropes and learning more about sailing in the process. As the air became colder, I stayed below decks to protect my skin. One afternoon, Mesha and I were on vegetable-peeling duty.


    “How did you convince the captain to let you stay on board?” I asked. “He could have left you in the Spice Islands.”


    “I told him the truth,” she replied as she peeled a carrot. She wasn’t very good at it and had been working on the same carrot for almost half an hour. “If it weren’t for me, the guards would have grabbed you and might have taken you away before the harpies attacked.”


    “I still don’t understand why you want to be on a Spice Pirate ship.” My pile of carrots was complete, and so I reached over and peeled some of Mesha’s.


    “Well, my sisters wanted me to be like them my whole life: a pickpocket and petty thief,” Mesha said. “It is an honest trade, I suppose, but I never saw myself staying in Harsu. I’ve always looked toward the sea but never had the chance to visit another island. So, when I saw the opportunity, I took it.”


    “I’ve got to confess, this is my first trip by sea, myself.” I was a little embarrassed to admit it, but my trust in Mesha was growing.


    “Really?” replied Mesha. “You seem so natural and at ease.”


    “I learned a lot about ships and the sea from my dad. He was a captain in the Spice Guild.”


    Mesha’s eyes became wide. “Where is he? What does he think of you being a cabin boy aboard the Pig?”


    “He doesn’t know,” I said. “He . . . he disappeared a few months ago. My mom and people in my village thought he was dead, but he is alive and hiding somewhere. At least I think he is. It’s complicated.”


    “That’s terrible,” Mesha replied as she picked the scrawniest carrot left on her pile. “Do you know where he might be?”


    I reached into my small leather bag and pulled out The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. I opened it up to where I had stuck the letter my father left me.


    “He left me this.”


    Mesha stared at the paper and frowned. “What do those numbers mean?”


    “I’m not sure. Anya said she would help me decipher it later, but now . . .” I felt a lump in my throat.


    Suddenly Mesha’s eyes grew wide. “I know what those numbers are. They’re a cipher that the Thieves Guild uses. You need the key to figure out its meaning. Do you have it?”


    “What kind of key? There was only the letter.”


    “The key is not one you unlock a door with. It’s an object—something you had in common.”


    “I don’t know what it could be. When Mom and I left Paradisi, we only took clothes and this book . . . The book!” I almost kicked over the carrot barrel. “This book is one of my prized possessions from my father. He said he bought it at a market. I’d never heard of the author before. It’s a history of the Djinn wars and Sultan Ubu’s rise to power. There are a lot of fascinating stories in it, but I’m not sure how it could be a key.”


    “Let me see the book,” said Mesha. She flipped through the pages, running her index finger down a page and then across it. “You see, here? Those first numbers refer to the page, the paragraph, and then those three words: My dear son.”


    The hairs on my arm stood straight. “That’s it—he left me a message that he knew Anya could help me decipher.”


    I took the book back and deciphered the other two lines:


    Find me here


    Inside the broken glass


    “Find him where?” I asked aloud. “And what does ‘inside the broken glass’ mean?”


    “He created a riddle within the cipher,” replied Mesha. “He wrote this for you, Max, so he must think you know the answer.”


    “But, I don’t!” This time, I did kick the carrot barrel. “Why couldn’t he just say in plain words, ‘Son, meet me here,’ and then draw me a map?”


    “Thieves use ciphers in case we’re captured. We don’t want our enemies to be able to read or understand them.”


    “But this is impossible,” I countered. “He said to meet him ‘here.’ You’d think he would give me a better idea of where here was.”


    “Perhaps there is more you can’t see. If he used one thieves’ trick, maybe he used another. Let me see it again.”


    Mesha took the paper and held it over the flame of one of the lanterns.


    “What are you doing?” I shouted. I reached for the paper, but she held it away.


    “Hold on, I’m not going to burn it.” She passed the paper a few times over the fire, and I could see brown numbers appear along the page’s edges.


    “That’s amazing!” I said. “Is that done with magic?”


    “No, silly. Lemon juice.”


    I looked at the numbers and single letters. “He told me where to go after all,” I said. “These are coordinates.”


    A slight bump vibrated through the ship.


    “I need to get this to Cinn immediately.”


    I rushed up to the deck, with Mesha right behind me.


    “Whoa, ye dogs. The old Pig is strong, but not unsinkable,” yelled Cinn from his perch on the poop deck. “Watch out for that ice! Master Max, what are ye doing?” Cinn asked as we ran up the stairs. “Ye shouldn’t be out here.”


    “I know, Captain, but listen. I know where the Witch Queen is sending us—to meet my dad. Look at these coordinates.”


    Cinn’s beard had ice forming in it. He looked like some strange snowman pirate. His frosty eyebrows were raised. He looked over the paper with a confused look. “Where did ye get this?”


    “My father left me a message with Anya. Mesha helped me decipher it.”


    Mesha beamed.


    “I’d have to look at me maps—and perhaps Linzy can help me figure out what lies between yer dad and us. So the Witch Queen wasn’t sendin’ ya alone after all.”


    My smile was hurting my face. I realized I’d been out on the deck too long.


    “I need to get warm,” I said.


    “Aye, I will meet ye in the cabin,” said Cinn. He walked to the rail and shouted, “All right, ye scallywags, we have new coordinates, so be ready to shift course!”


    Many of the men shouted back, “Aye, aye, Captain!”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One



    Once we had the new coordinates, we sailed for six more days. The sky grew greyer, and a thin layer of snow covered the deck. Cinn’s face was grim whenever he came back to his cabin to rest.


    Most of the time, Linzy and Mesha remained with me in the cabin. I had animal hides to lie under, but the cold found its way to my toes. The girls took turns singing tunes, I think mostly as a competition. I enjoyed listening to the different songs in languages I didn’t understand. Linzy’s voice was high and delicate, and Mesha’s was grounded and a little gritty. I couldn’t decide which was my favorite, even though they asked me repeatedly.


    On the sixth day, Linzy stayed on deck, helping the crew see ice signs. This was her part of the world, and she seemed much more at ease in the cold than she had in the deserts of Harsu.


    Mesha stoked the stove with some coal, although it was getting dangerously low. Even though we had coats, we were in danger of freezing to death—that is, if we didn’t run out of food first.


    “I think we are lost,” I said as I pulled a blanket around me.


    Mesha sat across from me with a cup of Cinn’s hot chocolate. “I have been praying to the six sea gods that you’d find your parents, and they would be well,” said Mesha. “I never really knew my parents. They died when I was young. My sisters raised me. They have been great, but there has always been a piece missing . . . You know what I mean?”


    “Every time my dad sailed into port, I imagined he would take me on his ship, and we would sail together. I missed him terribly during the long weeks he was at sea. He always returned with grand tales about the great places he’d visited, the people he’d met, and the wondrous creatures he’d seen.”


    “I wish I had a father like that,” said Mesha.


    “He would bring me books to read, and I would imagine traveling the world aboard his big ship. In my dream, I missed the part about spending hours cleaning dishes and peeling vegetables.”


    We both laughed at that. Mesha had a beautiful smile, and she had the longest dark lashes, which I couldn’t help admiring.


    “I was wondering,” I said, “how did you know where to find us that night in Shafara?”


    “You weren’t hard to follow. My sisters sent me to spy on you. They really wanted the bounty on you, and it was a great excuse for me to get away. I followed you all afternoon, but then I lost you on the road just outside the market. Then, the strangest thing happened: a harpy grabbed me and flew me to the beach. I was sure she was going to drown or eat me.”


    “What happened?” I leaned in with my elbows on the table.


    “She had this hissing kind of voice. I was terrified. She said she had been watching me follow you. I explained I was only doing what my sisters told me to do. I begged her not to kill me.”


    “They are scary, aren’t they? Even though they helped us escape, they still frighten me,” I admitted.


    “The harpy made me swear to help you. I didn’t have much of a choice.”


    I felt a little deflated by that. “So, you didn’t really want to help me.” As the words left my lips, I wished I could snatch them back.


    “Getting away wasn’t the only thing I wanted.” Mesha blinked her long lashes. “I . . . I wanted to see you again.”


    “But why?” I blurted out. She immediately frowned, and her lips pouted.


    “You can’t be that blind, can you?” she snapped.


    I supposed I was, but I thought better of opening my mouth again, for fear I would only make things worse. There were a few awkward minutes of silence.


    “What is it like? That magic power thing you’ve got?” Mesha, thankfully, changed the subject. “I can’t forget that night and what you did to those men.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. Did it scare you?”


    “No, it didn’t scare me, but I am curious.”


    “It feels like . . . a fiery snake squirming in my belly. My skin becomes hot and prickly. It’s like steam in a closed teapot—the pressure builds until I’ve got to release it.”


    “Does it hurt?” she asked.


    “The pressure hurts a bit, as does my burning skin. After I use it, I’m exhausted. The more power I let go of, the more tired I become. That night, I just let it all out, and I guess I didn’t leave enough energy for myself.”


    “Please don’t do that again.” Mesha put her hand on my arm. I lost my breath for a moment as she looked straight into my eyes. The color of her eyes matched that of her hot chocolate, and my heart melted a bit.


    “No . . . I won’t. I promise,” I replied. Mesha looked down at her hand as if she didn’t realize she was touching me and quickly withdrew it.


    “So, if you do find your dad there, does that mean he will travel with you?”


    “I’m not sure,” I said. “I am hoping my dad will have some of those answers. I just hope he’s still waiting for me.”


    “I think it’s cruel that the Witch Queen told you to go alone. You know you only have to say the word, and I will be next to you.”


    “I appreciate that,” I replied. I took a drink of cider, as my mouth had suddenly gone dry. “If I had it my way, all of you would be joining me. I’m not sure if the Witch Queen is toying with me. If she knew my dad was in the Ice Flows waiting, why didn’t she just say so? But I need to play her game a little longer because I don’t want to feel her wrath for disobeying.”
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    As the afternoon wore on, I began to give up hope of finding my dad when suddenly there was a fluttering feeling in my stomach. The power inside had awakened and was pushing my mind in a particular direction.


    “I need to go on the deck,” I said to Mesha.


    “But it’s much too cold for you, Max. Cinn said he would let you know if he found anything.” Mesha was cleaning up the table after lunch with the crew. Fortunately, they were tidy pirates that mostly cleaned up after themselves.


    “I must go on deck,” I argued. “The power in me—it’s pulling me, somehow. It’s like I know where we are supposed to go. Maybe the Witch Queen put some weird spell on me that activated when we got close.”


    Before Mesha could stop me, I stepped out onto the deck, wrapped in blankets. Cinn and Linzy were at the helm. Cinn shouted, “Keep yer eyes open, men! That mist is making it tough to see ahead.”


    “Before you send me away, please listen,” I said. “I believe the Witch Queen put some sort of spell on me. I know where to steer the ship.” The cold seeped its way through the blankets to my skin.


    “Are ye sure?” Cinn looked me over with one brow cocked.


    “Yes, sir,” I said with all the confidence I could muster.


    “I do trust ye, Master Max. And that is no small thing. None of this journey has been anything I expected, least of all meeting ye. But are ye sure it is not just your heart leadin’ ye in hopes of finding yer father? If we don’t find him soon, I’m afraid we must turn back toward Flint Town before we all freeze or starve.”


    “I admit my heart is leading me—I miss my family so much—but I would not jeopardize the Pig or my friends unless I was totally sure. I’m not in total control of my magic, and I can’t explain where it came from, but I would stake my own life on my ability to direct us to our destination.”


    “Yer an amazing young man, and if ye say ye know the way, then I believe ye. Are ye ready to become a real pirate?”


    “I guess?”


    Cinn smiled, and it was the first ray of sunshine I had seen in days. “The ice is very close here, and if ye have this . . . compass inside ye . . . then perhaps ye should be steering. I’ll call the orders to the men.”


    I was shocked. Me? Steer a pirate ship through dangerous waters?


    “Do you think that’s wise, Cinn?” asked Linzy. “There is no room for mistakes. Max is extraordinary, but he has no experience steering a ship. The ice and fog only make it more dangerous.”


    “I’m well aware of the risks, Yer Highness, and I am the one responsible for me crew and me ship. Our options be limited. Turning back toward Flint Town is no safer at this point.”


    “I . . . I’m not sure you . . .”


    “I’ll do it!” I spoke up before I lost my nerve.


    “Aye, there’s a brave lad,” said Cinn.


    Cinn gave me a quick lesson on how to turn the wheel. “Now, you don’t want to turn it fast and hard unless we are about to hit something. Slow, small movements—savvy?”


    I tried it a couple of times to get the hang of it. I didn’t sink us, so I felt the lesson was a huge success.


    “I think I’m ready,” I said. “We need to turn to the northeast and stay that way for a bit. And then we will be clear of a large underwater shelf. Then we will turn straight north.”


    “Ye heard the lad! Get those sails trimmed. Move it, men!”


    We sailed for about an hour, and it was the most incredible experience of my life. Mom and Dad wouldn’t believe that I, Max Daybreaker, who’d spent most of his life stuck in his room, steered a pirate ship like a real captain.


    There was a break in the mist, and the sun reflected off the ice and water.


    “Captain, mountain up ahead!” shouted Piers from the crow’s nest.


    Cinn took out his glass and looked in the direction the man pointed. “Well, I’ll be . . . You did it, Master Max. We’re here!”


    In my excitement, I had not been paying attention to the cold. My face and legs were burning. Linzy looked over at me with a concerned face and grabbed my hand. “Max, we need to get you back inside. Can you manage it from here, Captain?”


    “Aye,” said Cinn. “Get him something warm to eat. I believe there is some stew left from last night. Ye did great, Max. Just like a real pirate captain. Ye should be proud!”


    I let Linzy lead me back to the cabin. My body was stiff, and my breath was becoming wheezy.


    When we got into the room, Linzy said to Mesha, “Put more coal in the stove. I’ll get the stew. Max, go lie down, and I’ll get you more blankets.”


    The stew warmed me from the inside, and though my skin itched a bit, it didn’t hurt bad. My wheezing was getting better with every hot spoonful of the seafood stew I ate.


    “Is there a ship?” I asked Linzy. “Is my dad here?”


    Linzy pursed her lips. “No, Max. There is no sign of anyone. I’m sorry.”


    “What are we going to do?” I asked. “I’m sure this is the spot.”


    “We believe you,” assured Linzy. “We are anchoring here for the night in hopes of your dad showing up tomorrow. Cinn says we have enough stores to last until morning, and then we must turn back toward Flint Town.”


    I was disappointed, but with my belly full and the room warm, I felt sleepy, and my eyes were closing.


    “He’ll show up, you’ll see,” I mumbled as I began fading. “You’ll see . . .”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two



    The atmosphere at breakfast was quiet and somber. No one was making eye contact with me.


    “I’m not giving up.” Everyone looked up from their plates. “I still think he could be here—somewhere.”


    “What are you going to do?” asked Linzy.


    “I need to do what the Witch Queen said to do—I will take a dinghy and row to the shore. Dad might just be hiding and waiting to see me before he comes out.”


    “Where exactly is he hiding?” asked Mesha. “There’s nothing out here but ice and snow as far as the eye can see.”


    “I know,” I said, a little deflated. “But I have to have a little faith, or why did we risk so much to get here?”


    “That doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice yourself,” said Linzy. “You were on deck for only an hour, and the cold almost finished you. The Ice Palace is miles from here, across an ice tundra. No food. All the water is frozen. Trying to eat ice and snow will freeze you from the inside out. And the snow bears roam this part of Arctus.”


    “My mind is made up. And while I take each of your concerns for me seriously, I must go. My dad left me the means to find this place, and the Witch Queen gave me instructions on what to do once I arrived. None of what has happened to me on this journey so far has been what I have expected, so I just have to trust that my dad and the most powerful creature in the three seas knew what they were doing by sending me here.”


    Tears welled up in Linzy’s and Mesha’s eyes. There was pressure in my chest. “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done, each of you . . .” I wiped my nose on my sleeve. “I . . . I don’t know what happens next . . . and I don’t know if I’m going to see any of you again.” I cried as Linzy hugged me tightly. I didn’t want her to let me go. I thought I saw a tear in Cinn’s eye as well. What a mess we were.


    “Ye’ll see us again, Master Max. We will pick up provisions at Flint Town, and then it’s straight on to the Ice Palace for the Pig. We’ll find ye . . . don’t worry.” Cinn wiped his eyes. Piers embraced me but said nothing.


    Linzy leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. Fire and lightning went through my body. Before I could recover, Mesha pushed her aside, grabbed my face, and kissed me full on the lips. My head was reeling.


    Cinn laughed a little. “Ye see, Max, those ladies will make sure we find ye again!”


    I tried to open my mouth a couple of times, but words wouldn’t form. Cinn opened up his secret compartment on the cabin wall and pulled out a pelt of snow-white fur.


    “A few years ago, I got involved in some nasty business in Flint Town, and I came to own this,” said Cinn. “It’s a coat made of snow bear fur. If ye’re going to be out on that ice, you’ll need this.”


    It was large and heavy when he helped me pull it on over my clothes. He secured it with a belt. It was the warmest thing I had ever worn, and while it was bulky, I knew it could save my life out in the ice plains of Arctus.


    “This is such a generous gift. I’ll give it back when I see you again—I promise,” I said.


    “No, Max, it be yers now. It may not fit perfectly, but ye will grow into it. It suits ye! It makes ye look more like a man. More like yer father.” This gave me a surge of pride and courage. I could do this. I had traveled halfway across the world to find my parents. I was so close—I could feel it in my gut.


    As Piers prepared my little dinghy, Mesha stood close to me on the deck. Linzy stayed inside the cabin. I didn’t know if she was sad that I was leaving or mad that Mesha had kissed me. I liked both of them, but I felt they wanted me to choose one over the other.


    Linzy’s kiss was sweet and comforting. But Mesha’s kiss, strangely, made my magic power surge—it pulled me toward her, and that worried me.


    “How long has the cold bothered you?” Mesha asked.


    “In my earliest memory, I was running outside as a small child to see the new snow of the season. It was already ankle-deep as I ran with my mouth open to catch the snowflakes. I jumped into a snowdrift against our barn. I remember laughing and throwing the snow into the air, and that was when I first felt it.”


    “Did it hurt?”


    “It started as a tingle on my skin—just tiny pinpricks. The longer I played in the snow, the more intense the feeling was on my arms and legs. It itched like crazy, but because I was bundled up, I couldn’t scratch. It felt like insects crawling and biting me all over my body. Mom was cooking, and when she saw me, she screamed and dropped the pot she was holding.


    “I clawed at my arms, trying to rip holes through my clothes. Mom put me near the fire and took off my wet snow clothes and wrapped me up in warm blankets.”


    “That sounds awful.” Mesha placed her hand on mine.


    “No matter what Mom did, I continued to scratch and scream. It felt like fire under my skin. Soon my hands became red and swollen, and I couldn’t move my fingers. Mom tried to give me some tea with willow bark, but that didn’t work. I couldn’t get a good breath.”


    “What happened then?” asked Mesha. Piers put some food and more blankets into the boat. I wasn’t sure how much I could carry.


    “I drifted in and out of sleep. My uncle Einon watched over me while my mom fetched a healer. When I started to fall asleep again, Uncle Einon shook me to keep me awake.”


    “But you are here now—so you survived.” Mesha was rubbing my gloved hand with her fingers.


    “The healer made me inhale the smoke from some smoldering herbs, and I was able to breathe again. He told my mother that I had a cold sickness. He didn’t know of a cure but said that I should never get cold like that again, or I could die.”


    “Oh, no! You can’t go out there, Max, you just can’t.” Mesha grabbed both my hands now.


    “I don’t have a choice. A Djinn has my mom, and my dad could be waiting for me out there. I can’t stop now.”


    “Max . . . I care for you. A lot.” Mesha seemed to struggle with each word. Her eyes were tearing. “It is so unfair. Please, let me go with you. I can help. I just don’t want to . . . lose you.”


    I wiped away her tears and gently touched her cheek.


    “I like you a lot too. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I would like to know you more. I need you to find me on the other side. It will take our combined strength to get my mom back.”


    “I will, Max, I promise!”


    I stepped into the boat, and three crew members lowered me into the water using ropes.


    I shivered as I rowed my little boat toward the ice shelf. The large, raven-shaped mountain lay in the distance. The snow bear coat protected my upper body, but my hands and feet were becoming stiff and painful.


    Cinn had an odd expression on his face as he leaned on the deck rail of the Pig. He cupped his hands and shouted something, but I could not hear him from so far away. Piers and Mesha appeared beside him and waved their arms furiously, pointing at the water.


    I stood up and looked at the spot they were pointing to, but the water was like a mirror. Chunks of ice floated on the silvery surface, but I could not see what was beneath.


    Linzy had joined the group, waving and shouting. The sound bounced off the ice, and so I could not make out what they were saying. I had sat down to think about what I should do when something bumped the bottom of my boat.


    I grabbed my oars and rowed as fast as I could—then something hit the boat again. I stopped rowing as the water around me began to bubble and ripple. Something large burst upward from the water in front of my boat and shot into the sky. I could not comprehend what I saw; it looked like a mountain-sized bubble with a ship inside it.


    I shielded my eyes against the sun that had finally broken through the clouds and mist, and I could see it clearly through the bubble. Cold water droplets struck my eyes as the bubble dropped toward me with astonishing speed. It was too late to react, and I found myself inside the mouth of an enormous creature. My boat rushed toward its throat, although something wasn’t making sense—the mouth, the teeth, and the throat of the beast shimmered and were translucent.


    My thoughts turned to a memory of begging my dad for a ship in a bottle for sale at one of the shops in the Paradisi docks. When the shopkeeper told us the price, I felt defeated. I was sure Dad wouldn’t buy it for me.


    A month later, on my birthday, I ripped through some fish-wrapping paper to uncover my present. It was the ship in a bottle. I had left it next to my bed when we left Paradisi because I assumed we would return.


    The objects sloshing about inside of the leviathan reminded me of that ship in a bottle. Water pushed my small dinghy down its throat. I held on tight, but my supplies rolled out of the boat as I descended the fish’s cavernous throat.


    The light faded as the creature dove deeper beneath the ice sheet. There was a wrecked ship in front of me, and I feared my little boat would smash against it.


    The leviathan leveled out, and my movement through its stomach slowed. I barely bumped the hull of the wreck. Like a jellyfish, the creature was see-through, and I could view the dark sea all around me—blue-tinted light shone through the thick ice above us. We were under the ice shelf. The water in the stomach drained away through some unseen drain below me as I stepped onto the spongy surface of the stomach.


    “I must be brave . . . I must be brave,” I chanted aloud. A strong rotting fish smell hung in the air.


    I held my nose and breathed through my mouth. The wreck was a merchant trading vessel, like the one my dad captained. There was a guild seal on the tattered sail.


    Across the bow was the name of the vessel: the Water Scorpion.


    It was my dad’s ship.


    “Dad!” I screamed. I almost tripped as I scrambled across the leviathan’s stomach. “Dad, are you here? It’s me, Max! Dad!”


    The last bits of light faded, and terror gripped my insides. I wanted to run to the ship, but I was in total darkness. If I moved, I risked falling and hurting myself in the debris. I felt around in my pack for anything that I could light, and then a beautiful miracle brightened all around me.


    The ship, the water, and everything around me glowed. Greens, oranges, yellows, and reds glowed in large spots above and below me. Small, glowing, worm-like creatures covered everything. The ship appeared as a phantom ship floating among the stars.


    As I made my way into the Scorpion, the tiny creatures dimmed with each footstep and glowed bright again once I moved. The ship was cracked in half, and I entered through the hole in the middle. The glowing worms wiggled and waved on the walls, and when I touched one, it retreated into its shell. A moment later, the glow worm extended itself again, but instead of being a bright green color, it was a deep red.


    I splashed in the water of the lower deck. There was no sign of anyone, and there were stacks of crates full of spices—wet and pungent. Mixed into the scents of pepper and mint was the odor of mold. If the Scorpion had been the victim of a Spice Pirate attack, the crates would have been taken. I surmised that the ship had been swallowed much the same way I had—only it had been chewed on first.


    I knew this ship well, as dad often allowed me aboard to explore whenever he was docked. I climbed up the stairs to the next level to the crew’s quarters.


    “Hello?” I said in an almost whisper. I was afraid that there were dead people on the ship. Dead wasn’t entirely dead for me anymore. The images of dead soldiers rising in Shafara remained fresh in my mind.


    “Dad, are you here?” The only sound was the slight echo of my voice.


    Half-eaten meals were left on tables, and yet no mouse stirred. I made my way up to the captain’s quarters—it was locked.


    I gently knocked. “Dad, are you in there?” With no reply, I retrieved a metal crowbar I had seen in one of the empty rooms. I hacked at the doorknob until it broke off. The door made a long creaking sound as it opened, which only added to my nervousness. Before I could enter, the ship suddenly lurched, and I tumbled into the room. The leviathan was changing direction, and I rolled around, trying to brace myself against boxes and furniture. I finally came to a stop on something large and soft. A putrid smell assaulted my nose. Blue light from the bay windows filled the room. I stood up, dreading what I would see on the floor beneath me.


    The decaying body wore a crewman’s clothes, not the usual captain’s uniform. I felt as if I might vomit, and so I scrambled toward the door. On the floor in the doorway was my ship in a bottle.


    “This isn’t possible,” I said to myself. I picked it up and saw that there was a crack in the glass, and the ship had come loose. There was a slip of paper attached to the underside of the miniature ship. I reached into my backpack and pulled out my father’s message:


    Find me here


    Inside the broken glass


    I smashed the bottle and pulled out the note. It was another cipher, but this time I knew how to decode it.


    Clever boy


    You are so brave, Max


    Just a little further


    I will see you soon


    A tear ran down my cheek. He was alive, and that was all that mattered at the moment. I needed to get out of this strange creature, though, before I ended up like the poor, unfortunate crew member lying dead on the floor.


    The blue light in the room was becoming brighter, and I could see that the leviathan was heading upward toward the ice shelf at a high rate of speed.


    I grabbed onto a door jamb and bent down, ready for impact.


    The entire boat shifted backward when we hit the ice with a loud thwump that made my ears hurt. We were airborne, moving upward into the sky. The sunlight blinded me for a moment, and I covered my eyes.


    My body lifted into the air, weightless, and then a crunching sound rippled through the ship as we impacted the ice a second time. Timbers cracked, and debris came crashing down around me. I crawled under my dad’s desk to avoid the wood raining down on my head. I remained curled into a ball until the room stopped shaking.


    Once the chaos stopped, I crawled out from my hiding place and exited the way I had entered. The leviathan lay motionless upon ice and snow. There were streaks of pink along the sides and bottom of the creature. I picked my way through the rubble and located what was left of my dinghy.


    I gathered what provisions I could and looked toward the Scorpion. The once majestic Spice Guild vessel was nothing but a pile of timber.


    Since my father and crew were nowhere on the ship, they had either escaped before being swallowed, or they had found a way out. If there was an exit, I needed to find it.


    I shouldered my small bundle and wrapped my bear fur close around me. I pushed my way toward the mouth of the beast, hoping I wasn’t trapped. I felt my way and finally came to a dead end. Pink, translucent columns barred my way—the teeth of the beast. I could turn around and try to find my out way through its intestines, but the idea made me shiver in disgust.


    A storm brewed outside as the sky darkened, and the snow swirled harder. I didn’t want to die inside a giant frozen fish, and so I went back the way I had come to see about an alternative exit. Outside the beast, four figures lumbered toward me out of the swirling snow.


    Four snow bears stared at me from the other side of the leviathan’s belly—with their teeth bared.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three



    Snow bears were more menacing than I had imagined. The largest of them raised its paw and swiped toward me. I jumped back, even though it couldn’t harm me. The snow bear raised its snout to sniff the air and licked the strange goo on its paw. It looked silvery, with blotches of red on it. The snow bear opened its mouth in what looked like a roar, and then all four snow bears tore into the leviathan with their claws and teeth. It wouldn’t take much time for them to dig through, so I ran toward the wreck of the Scorpion—but I didn’t make it far before a bellow erupted behind me. I froze.


    The leader approached me while the other three waited. It was a magnificent creature that walked with grace and power. The snow bears’ eyes never left mine. There was intelligence there, and I felt it sizing me up.


    It lowered its massive head until its nose almost touched mine. It sniffed at my fur coat. It stepped back, opened its massive maw, and let go a roar so fierce I nearly passed out.


    I instinctively raised my arms to ward off the blow that would probably end me. I let out a cry from deep within—the place I stored all of my courage, sorrow, fear, pain, and love.


    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I screamed. “I failed, Mom and Dad. I love you.”


    I collapsed in tears upon the ground.


    “Timbu, back away,” rang out a woman’s voice. My eyes snapped open to see who it was. Between the snow bear and me was a broad-shouldered woman wearing a beautiful white coat that looked very similar to mine.


    “Are you mad? He is just a child,” said the woman, with her arms crossed. She turned and offered her hand to me. Something about the kindness in her eyes reminded me of Mom, and I tentatively took her hand. She embraced me, and I buried my head in her coat and sobbed. This adventure was all too much. I had tried to be brave and act like I wasn’t afraid. All my fears and doubts had been stuffed deep down, and the truth was, I was exhausted. I was tired of being brave. I was inside a giant fish, facing a snow bear who wanted to eat me, and I just wanted to go home.


    “You see, Timbu, what you’ve done?” She placed a gentle hand on my head. I looked at the snow bear that threatened to kill me. It didn’t move toward us, and the woman did not appear to be afraid of it.


    My magical power awakened and coursed up my body in a heatwave. I still did not know how to call it forth consistently. I didn’t waste time thinking about it too much; I pushed the power like a punch toward the snow bear leader.


    The snow bear pawed at its snout—and sneezed. It rolled around on the ground and continued to paw at its head. Suddenly, it shifted into a man wearing another snow bear coat. It happened so quickly, I couldn’t trust what I was witnessing. There were all sorts of fantastic stories of shape-shifters in The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn that could turn into wolves or even large cats—but never into a bear. The other two snow bears shifted into women with stern expressions. This was something I had not anticipated, and I wasn’t sure if it was a good turn of events or not.


    “Annalinda, that is no boy,” said Timbu. “Can’t you smell the magic in him? He’s not what he appears to be. I’m not sure of the magic he used on me, but it felt as though I had angered a swarm of crumble bees. You should stand aside and let me give him a good death.”


    Timbu took a step forward, but Annalinda pushed me back behind her. “You will do no such thing. Magic or not, he’s just a boy. What could he have done to deserve death?”


    “Don’t you recognize that fur he wears? Don’t you recognize the skin of your own brother?” replied Timbu. The other two women were like statues at his side.


    “Yes, of course, I recognize the skin, Timbu. But you know this boy didn’t kill him. It was that pirate, Cinn.”


    “Maybe this cub is his son. Maybe you should have the honor of killing him yourself,” said Timbu.


    I didn’t like where the conversation was going at all.


    “I’m not Captain Cinn’s son. My parents’ names are Bettina and Nicholas. I’m wearing this coat because I get sick when I’m cold. I didn’t mean to upset you,” I replied.


    “You are safe with us, little cub. No one will hurt you. I will take you under my protection as one of my own,” replied Annalinda.


    Timbu gasped. “No, Annalinda! The clan won’t allow you to take a human boy as your cub. Are you mad?”


    “As my husband, and as the son of the chief of our clan, it will be your job to enforce it. Besides, this boy might know where Cinn is since he has the skin.”


    I took a step forward and stood a little taller. “You won’t hurt Cinn. Kill me now because I will never give him up.” I tried playing the brave pirate boy, but I was shaking inside.


    Annalinda raised an eyebrow. “Well, well, you are a brave little cub, aren’t you? You’ll do me honor, as one of my own.”


    “Annalinda, you are toying with fire,” said Timbu. He was as large and menacing as a man as he was when he was a snow bear. He was a foot taller and broader than Piers.


    Timbu sniffed the air a couple of times and wrinkled his nose. “It’s too late to make it back home now,” he said. “We’ll have to stay here for the night.”


    Annalinda bent down next to me, placed her cold hand on my face, and frowned.


    “Are you feeling well, cub? You don’t look so good,” she remarked. The cold coming in through the hole sapped my strength, and my legs felt weak.


    “It’s the cold,” I said. “I get sick when I get cold.” I toppled backward as my legs gave way. Annalinda scooped me up and entered the Scorpion.


    “Stella, Cosette, I need help. Find some dry wood to build a fire. This cub is ill. We must get him warm immediately.” The two women moved quickly past Annalinda without a word.


    Annalinda brought me into my dad’s cabin and laid me on a makeshift bed. Stella and Cosette started a fire in the potbellied stove, and the room warmed. The welts on my arm faded, as did the itching and swelling.


    “Does it hurt?” I asked Annalinda. Timbu and the other two women were exploring the rest of the ship for anything valuable or useful. Annalinda seemed distracted as she looked into the fire.


    “I’m sorry, does what hurt?” she replied.


    “Does your body hurt when you turn into a snow bear?”


    She smiled a little. “We don’t turn into snow bears. We turn into people.”


    “Isn’t that the same?” I was confused.


    “Little cub, we are born as snow bears. We can turn into humans at will,” replied Annalinda. “There are shape-shifting humans in the world; we are shape-shifting animals. To answer your question, no, it doesn’t hurt. As young bears, we learn how to act like humans. Over many generations, we have learned to teach our cubs how to act, talk, and even think like a human.”


    “How do you do it? How do you change into a person?” I was even more fascinated by the concept of shape-shifting animals. “Are there other animals that can shift into people?”


    “I don’t know other creatures that can shift into humans. We were given the gift by a powerful sorcerer many generations ago. His name was Agus the Just. He came to Arctus to build his Ice Palace and rule over the land. He had lived with humans for hundreds of years and had grown to dislike their warring ways, and so he decided to live out his existence here in the Ice Flows. He needed help to build a castle, and instead of looking to humans, he looked to the strongest and mightiest animals to assist him. My ancestors were given the gift of being human in return for helping him build his castle out of enchanted ice. The walls of the palace never melt.”


    “What happened to Agus?”


    “He lived in peace for a hundred years, but then came the rule of the Djinn. They sought to discover his secret of transformation. He wouldn’t teach them, and in a great battle, they defeated Agus—or that is how the legend goes. Some say he escaped but wanted the Djinn to believe he was dead so they wouldn’t pursue him further.”


    “What do you believe?” I asked. I scooted a little closer to the fire and Annalinda.


    “I believe he was a mighty sorcerer and that his magic rivaled even the Witch Queen’s. I believe he retreated even further away from humans. But his magic still flows in the bloodline of the snow bears, so I believe he exists somewhere in the three seas.”


    “What happened after Agus left?”


    “You are full of questions, aren’t you, cub? The Djinn weren’t interested in a frozen kingdom, and so they left our land. Snow bears took control of the Ice Palace. We lived peacefully until the Djinn were banished by Sultan Ubu. The islands were lawless after the fall of the Djinn, and we snow bears were hunted for our hides.”


    I touched the snow bear coat that laid on top of me, and suddenly I didn’t want it anymore, especially since a snow bear had to die for me to wear it.


    “The king of Tyreen came and seized the castle,” continued Annalinda. “We had lost so many of our tribe to hunters that we didn’t want to fight to keep the palace, and so we returned to our snow bear forms and went back to live among the Ice Flows. My granddad used to tell me tales of living in the palace and how different life was living as a human.”


    “What are you doing?” said Timbu from the door. “You know it’s forbidden to tell humans of our nature. What power does this cub have over you, Annalinda? We should leave him here. What have humans ever done for us?”


    “He is different, Timbu. Can’t you feel it in your heart? This cub has a destiny. It hangs on him like a layer of fresh snow,” replied Annalinda. “Besides, what is he going to do with the information? We need allies before we are all hunted out of existence.”


    Timbu pulled up a chair directly in front of me. “You’ve not told us how you ended up in a glass whale. Why are you alone?”


    Annalinda was sweet, but I wasn’t sure of Timbu. He didn’t seem to like me very much.


    “I-I’m looking for my parents,” I stuttered.


    Annalinda looked at Timbu with a pleading look.


    “What is your name, cub?” asked Timbu.


    “Max Daybreaker.”


    “Well, Max Daybreaker, have you enjoyed your journey in the belly of a glass whale?” he asked with a touch of sarcasm.


    “No, I didn’t expect to be swallowed—or to find my dad’s ship.” I clamped my mouth shut. I’d said too much.


    “This is your dad’s ship? Who sent you here?” The questions came at me fast. I shook and didn’t know what to say.


    “Timbu, please, can’t you see you’re frightening him?” Timbu stood and threw on more of the ship’s timbers to stoke the fire.


    “Answer me, Max,” demanded Timbu. I was afraid, but I didn’t want to let Timbu know it. I straightened up and crossed my arms in a defiant gesture.


    “My dad was a great captain in the Spice Guild’s fleet. For a time, I thought he was dead and that his ship was lost at sea. He left me a message to find him here. Even though he is not here, I know he still lives.”


    Timbu narrowed his eyes.


    “Who sent you here?” he repeated.


    I mustered up what was left of my courage. “The Witch Queen sent me.”


    The snow bears gasped. Annalinda shuffled off her stool and stood tall next to her husband. Timbu grinned. “Max, you will need to start from the beginning and tell us everything—and I do mean everything. Your life depends on it.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four



    I told the snow bears my story but left out the details of my magic for the moment. The room remained warm, and I was comfortable under the snow bear coat, but I was dreading having to move. I wasn’t sure how I could endure the freezing temperatures of the Ice Flows.


    By morning the snow bears had found fresh water for us to drink and cooked some of the glass whale meat. I was hesitant at first, but the meat was sweet and a little fatty. It turned a strange shade of pink when it was cooked.


    “What do you know about glass whales?” I asked Annalinda.


    “I know that they live in the depths of the north sea, but they rarely come to the surface and, even then, it’s only to get some air. Then they dive deep down into the sea again. It’s strange the way this one broke through the ice.”


    “Did you have something to do with this glass whale’s death?” asked Timbu bluntly.


    “Uh . . . no, sir.”


    “It must have been something it ate!” said Annalinda.


    I realized she was joking with me, and I laughed. Deep creases in the corners of her eyes told me that her face was used to smiling. Timbu, however, was less amused.


    “Annalinda?” said Timbu flatly. “A word, please.”


    I could hear them talking outside the room, but I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. I could tell by the rise in their voices that they were arguing, and I was pretty sure it was about me.


    They came back into the room as they continued to debate.


    “I’m formally adopting him,” said Annalinda.


    “What?” Timbu threw up his hands. “You can’t adopt a human. That’s ridiculous! He has parents. Even if you did, how would that save him?”


    “He can wear my skin, and we can sort this out when we return to the clan,” said Annalinda.


    “No. Have you lost your mind? You would be banished. The clan would kill you and him for such a violation of our laws.”


    I looked down at the coat that laid upon my bed. I rubbed my hand over the soft pelt, but it made me feel a little uneasy. I couldn’t imagine Captain Cinn killing a snow bear; I regretted not asking more questions back on the Pig.


    “Are you saying these skins are magical? That they can transform a person into a snow bear?” I was curious about how it worked. Perhaps my magic could help.


    “No human has ever been able to use one,” snapped Timbu. “I don’t know why my wife would think you would be any different.”


    If I could manage to become a bear, perhaps the cold wouldn’t affect my skin. Maybe the Witch Queen had sent me here to find the snow bears. That didn’t explain how my dad knew I’d end up on his ship inside a glass whale.


    “I’d like to give it a try,” I said. “I . . . I have some magic in me. I guess.” I felt weird telling strangers about my power. It was all right telling my friends, but I didn’t know these creatures very well.


    “You see? The boy admits it! He has magic. He’ll be fine on his own. We need to leave at dawn, and he’ll just have to take his chances.”


    “Does this boy cub look like he would survive crossing the tundra on his own? Didn’t you see his skin? We’re supposed to be the protectors of Arctus.”


    “Annalinda, be reasonable,” said Timbu in a softer tone. “I know you miss Pabu, but this boy won’t replace him.”


    “I know that,” Annalinda snapped in a defensive tone.


    “Do you know where the Ice Palace is?” I interrupted. I did not feel comfortable hearing them argue, especially since the argument was about me. “My mom is supposed to be there, and I need to reach her. If I have to crawl across the ice until my bones freeze, that is what I will do. But it would be so much easier if you could help me get there.”


    “It will take at least a full day to make it across the tundra, and that is if the weather is good,” responded Annalinda. “It feels as if a storm is on the way, but I can’t be sure. Even snow bears don’t fare well in ice storms.”


    “This is madness,” said Timbu. He turned and walked out the door and said over his shoulder, “No matter—he’ll never be able to transform into a snow bear anyway.”


    “Do you think it’s possible . . . that I could turn into a snow bear?”


    “You remember when I said we are bears that turn into people?” she asked, and I nodded. “When Agus created our bear clan many centuries ago, he told us a secret. You are good at keeping secrets, right Max?”


    “Yes, I can keep a secret,” I said solemnly. I was keeping so many secrets now. What was one more?


    “There is one rule that every snow bear learns, even before they transform for the first time, and that is this: we must always know where our coats are. Our coats are the key to transforming back into our bear form. The coat, like the one you have now, has no power because its owner has . . . passed on. It is said that if a human wears the coat of a snow bear, and they can handle its magic, then they can transform into a bear. Prince Eldred, the Second of Arctus, son of King Eldred, stole our son Pabu’s coat. He must have had some magic in his blood because the result was tragic when he tried it on. King Eldred was so upset by what happened to his son that he had our sweet little cub . . .” Annalinda began crying. “We were there on a diplomatic meeting with King Eldred to try to create peace between our tribes. Since that day, the Frost Clan has been our sworn enemy. And it is forbidden for any human to have one of our coats—it is punishable by death.”


    “So if I try to transform into a snow bear, I could die?” I said. “And if I succeed and make it to your home, your clan will kill me? Is there a third option that doesn’t involve me dying?”


    “What happened with Pabu and Prince Eldred was tragic,” replied Annalinda. “They were boys . . . just boys playing. Prince Eldred didn’t have near the magic I smell in you. I believe you can do it.”


    “I can’t do it. I can’t put on your hide. I don’t want to die.” I tried to pull the coat off of me, but Annalinda put her soft hand on top of mine.


    “Oh, bear cub, I don’t offer my brother’s hide lightly or without thought. The magic in the coat brings out what is inside us. We train our cubs to be respectful, honorable, and brave. The prince was not a very kind or loving boy, so when he wore Pabu’s coat, it brought out all the ugliness in his heart—and that is what twisted him into a monster, one that didn’t live very long. You are pure of heart, like my sweet Pabu. I believe only beauty will come from inside you.”


    I thought about the times I’d disobeyed my parents. Like when I snuck all those pieces of pie when my mother wasn’t watching. And when I hid in the barn to read a book instead of milking the cows.


    “I’m not always a good person. I do and say things I’m not supposed to,” I said with my head bowed.


    Annalinda laughed a little. “Oh, my dear cub. You are a beautiful human being. I’ve never encountered someone so brave and with so much love in their heart for their family.” She put her arm around me. “I promise nothing bad will happen to you.”


    I looked up at her. “Are you sure?”


    “Cub, though the power in this hide is strong, the magic that surrounds you is many times more powerful, and I’m sure it will protect you.”


    “Okay, if you think so,” I said. I was nervous, but I knew if I tried to go out into the snow without some protection, I wouldn’t last very long. We couldn’t stay inside the glass whale, and the skies were getting darker.


    “Daylight is being wasted,” snapped Timbu. “Is this human going to do this or not?”


    “Patience, my husband. He is a little cautious, as he should be.” She turned to me. “Are you ready?”


    “I am.”


    I was resolute. I hoped I could transform back into a human because I wasn’t sure how my parents would feel about raising a bear. I stood up, and Annalinda held out her brother’s coat for me to put on.


    “What will happen when I put it on?” I asked. “Do I have to say a magic word?”


    Timbu snuffled at the remark. “Just put it on.”


    I put it on. It was bulky and dragged on the floor like the hide that Cinn had given me. Annalinda wrapped it tightly around me while I squeezed my eyes shut. I was ready for whatever happened next, but nothing happened.


    “Am I doing something wrong?” I asked.


    “Close your eyes again,” Annalinda said gently. “Imagine what a snow bear might look like. Concentrate on that image until it is strong in your mind. Become the image, Max. Become a snow bear.”


    I recalled what the snow bears had looked like the first time they peered at me through the glass whale. I imagined their lumbering frames as they galloped across the ice. I imagined their bright blue eyes and their thick fur over layers of muscle. I could see in my mind the claws and teeth as they tore through the side of the glass whale.


    I heard a strange whispering in my ear. It was a raspy voice. I could make out words, but I didn’t understand the language. The coat tightened around my body—it was a crushing feeling. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to breathe.


    I gasped and fell forward. I put my hands in front of me to break my fall. There was a strange sensation when my hands hit the wood of the cabin floor. I couldn’t feel my fingers anymore, and my hands were padded. I was on all fours, and it felt natural.


    “Cub? Can you hear me?” asked Annalinda.


    I snorted, and half growled. My eyes snapped open, and the room looked sharper, and I could smell everything. The scent of the dead whale that entombed us made my stomach uneasy. The odor of rotten eggs, smoked fish, and the oil that sealed the hull overwhelmed me. I tried to stand, but my uneven weight brought me back to all fours. I tried to cry out, but all that came out was a growl and a sort of squeak.


    “Oh, oh . . . It’s all right, cub. Be calm.” Annalinda stroked the fur on my head. “That was one of the most spectacular and beautiful transformations I’ve ever witnessed. Don’t try to talk with your mouth, cub. It won’t work. We can communicate in our minds. Calm yourself and listen.”


    I sat on my hindquarters and took a deep breath. And then another.


    There you go. Can you hear me? Remember, answer me in your mind, said Annalinda. Her voice was in my head, just like the Witch Queen’s when she had spoken to me.


    Yes, I suppose so. Can you understand me? I thought back.


    Yes, I can hear you. Isn’t it amazing, Timbu? It can take months for a cub to be able to communicate this way.


    I’ll admit, this is unexpected, said Timbu in my head. I hope the rest of the clan thinks it’s impressive and doesn’t want to kill you on sight.


    Timbu quickly shifted into his bear form.


    Come on, we must get going, said Timbu. Stick close to me, Max, and don’t fall behind. We have to move fast to make it to the clan enclave by nightfall.


    I was elated. I had imagined that I would think like a bear when I transformed into one, but I was still Max. My body felt strange, and I had to get used to walking on all fours. My vision was much broader now, and I had difficulty seeing straight in front because my snout was in the way.


    Be patient, husband. The cub must learn to walk before he can run. He wasn’t born a bear. Remember how long it took you to walk and move as a man? Give him a few moments, Annalinda said a moment before she transformed into her snow bear form.


    I stumbled a few times as I walked around the deck of my dad’s ship. With Annalinda’s guidance, I figured out a bear’s walk and even tried a lumbering run.


    Come on, Timbu said. We can’t wait any longer.


    The five of us left the safety of the glass whale and began our trek north.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five



    It was hard for me to keep up at first. The ice was slippery in places, and we also had to trudge through snowdrifts. But I was determined, and by midafternoon was able to keep up with the group.


    When we arrive, Max, you may be challenged by other clan members, said Annalinda telepathically. The best thing to do is to look at the ground. Don’t meet their eyes, as that is a sign of a challenge to them. If they approach and bare their teeth, lie down and don’t move. They won’t attack another bear in submission, at least not at first. We shouldn’t linger at the enclave long—we need to travel to the Ice Palace as quickly as possible. Timbu and I can only protect you for a short time.


    I understand. Look down. I can do that, I replied through my mind.


    No one will be fooled into thinking you’re a real snow bear—your scent will give you away, continued Annalinda. Let Timbu talk. Stella, Cosette, and I will surround and protect you.


    The entire day we ran over the frozen tundra. Mountains lay to the north and west. To the south and east, the horizon stretched out forever. At dusk, we arrived at a wall of ice at the base of a mountain. It appeared to be a dead end. Jagged icicle columns blended into the wall but were easier to see once we got closer. Snow bears surrounded us, even though I hadn’t noticed their approach. Some stood looking down from the cliffs above, while others walked around the ice columns.


    Annalinda and Timbu took the lead, and Stella and Cosette took up the rear. A dozen snow bears barred our way. Past them, I could see the mouth of an ice cave that had been hidden by the ice columns.


    Stay close to me, cub, whispered Annalinda in my mind. As we expected, the council is not pleased to smell a snow bear they don’t recognize.


    Do I look like your brother? I asked.


    No, but you smell a little like him and like you at the same time. The clan is confused and a bit upset.


    If I could explain to them what has happened, I’m sure they’d understand, I replied.


    Cosette and Stella pushed in closer to Annalinda and me. There was low growling, and more snow bears surrounded us. There were too many to fight, so I looked at the ground.


    Timbu scratched the ground with his claws, and three of the snow bears rushed him. Timbu was fast and easily dodged their clumsy attempts to tackle him. The three bears turned and rushed him again. The other snow bears above us bellowed echoing roars.


    How dare you bring this thing to the enclave! He is wearing one of our brother’s skins, said a male voice I did not recognize. He is an abomination. You know the punishment, Timbu.


    Timbu attacked one of the bears. The ferocious sounds were deafening.


    Annalinda stepped forward with her teeth bared. Stop. Stop this. No one has to die today.


    Timbu looked at his wife with blood smeared on his snout.


    We will be given a trial and an opportunity to be heard. That is the law, commanded Annalinda.


    Think about being a boy again, Max, whispered Annalinda. You must turn back into a boy now.


    I closed my eyes and tried to remember what it felt like to be a boy. To walk on two legs. To speak words with my mouth. I felt the snow bear coat unfurl from my skin, and I felt the cold again, biting and burning my skin.


    You see? He is only a boy. He is no threat to this clan and only seeks to find his mother. If he doesn’t shift back into a bear, he’ll die from the cold. Annalinda nudged me with her snout and whispered in my mind, Go ahead and shift back, Max.


    I can still hear you in my mind, I said to Annalinda. I’m not a snow bear anymore.


    Of course, you can hear us, little cub, said Annalinda. You are one of us now. Now shift.


    This time the shift was much swifter and smoother. I felt warm again, and the burning on my skin instantly melted away.


    He brought me my brother’s skin from the notorious Spice Pirate Captain Cinn as a tribute to our clan, Annalinda went on. Please allow us to enter the enclave and face the tribunal to seek their wisdom and mercy.


    The bears didn’t move away, but they did stop growling. Thirty or so bears had exited the cave and now surrounded Timbu, who stood with his nose to the ground in submission.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six



    I stood close to Annalinda as we were escorted deep within the glacier. Huge braziers burned brightly, but a dense smoke burned my eyes and throat. The grand hall had ledges at different heights. There was an opening onto each ledge, and hundreds of snow bears looked down at us. The ground level was full of snow bears, but they parted as we walked toward the center of the room. My mind was full of all sorts of threats and insults from the bears we passed.


    Human—leave.


    Unnatural creature.


    Your kind are killers.


    Go back to your own kind.


    There were so many voices in my head that I let out a small roar and stumbled onto the ground.


    I know they are shouting at you, Max, but listen to me, said Annalinda. You can block them out. Think about something you love and concentrate on that one thing, and their voices won’t be able to penetrate it.


    The last time my father was home, Mom prepared lamb with mint and other spices. While we ate, Dad told me fantastical tales of his trip to Tyreen and the tall creatures that resembled cats—they had elongated necks so that they could eat the leaves high up in the trees. After dinner, he gave me The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. The memory was perfect—and a lump formed in my throat.


    Annalinda was right—the voices had stopped. I kept the image in my mind as firmly as I could. We stopped in front of a large dais with three people in snow bear coats.


    “Timbu, Annalinda,” said the old giant of a man in the middle. “What have you done? You’ve violated our laws.”


    Timbu shifted into his human form as he stepped forward to face the three standing before him. “You know there is little love between me and Ragerock, Dad. He thinks I stole Annalinda from him, and he is looking for a way to take his revenge.”


    “You did steal her from me,” said the man on the right. Ragerock must have been the snow bear who had fought with Timbu because red color stained his perfect white coat. “You dare to come here with this human wearing Torac’s coat? You shouldn’t even be standing here. You and the boy should be put to death immediately. I don’t blame Annalinda. Besides, dear brother, she’ll be my bride after you are dead. I will treat her the way she should be treated—like royalty. Not some nomadic hunter walking the tundra.”


    “Ragerock, I will never be your bride,” said Annalinda after she’d shifted back into her human form. “I denied your proposal once, and I will always refuse you. I chose the man I love, and if he is sentenced to death, then I will die alongside him. Father Jamar, please hear us out.”


    “Enough of this talk of death,” said Father Jamar. “I know you, Timbu, and I know that you must have a good reason to violate our laws. What say you, son?”


    “This boy is special, Father. He has magic.”


    The crowd of snow bears bellowed a collective roar. It was deafening as it echoed through the ice hall.


    “Clear the hall. This is not a conversation we need to have in front of everyone,” said Father Jamar.


    “Timbu has violated a law!” said Ragerock. “No one since our creation has ever given a skin for transformation. In fact, we never believed it was possible, yet here the boy stands pretending to be one of us. We all need to hear how this is possible, Father. If other humans can wear our skins, then they will hunt and enslave us.”


    “Ragerock is right,” said the third man on the dais. “We need to know more about this boy. We all need to hear.”


    Ragerock took a step off the dais toward us. “Give us the boy, Timbu. It is the only way.”


    Father Jamar slipped into his bear form and roared at the brothers. He pinned Ragerock to the ground with his paw and held him there. He shifted back into his human form, and his sizeable fur-covered boot was still holding Ragerock down.


    “Don’t question me. Do as you are told!” Father Jamar’s brow furrowed. “I’m the acting chief of the council still. You may feel that it is your turn to rule, but not as long as I remain alive, and I intend to do that for a long time. Ragerock and Hungsu, you’ve always been jealous of your brother and feel that I treat him better because he is next in line. He has broken the law, and the council will decide his fate. Until then, you will do as you are told.”


    Father Jamar took his foot off Ragerock’s chest, and the third man, whom I assumed was Hungsu, helped his brother to his feet.


    “This boy being here may be an omen of something far darker and more dangerous at work, and we must be prepared,” said Father Jamar. “Take them to the dungeons until the council convenes.”


    A group of snow bears surrounded us.


    “Timbu, please give Ragerock your coat,” commanded Father Jamar.


    “What? My coat? Why?” cried out Timbu.


    “What you’ve done is serious, and so we must follow tribal law. I must show the council and everyone else here that I won’t go easy because you’re my son. Now give him your coat.”


    Ragerock was grinning from ear to ear. “Don’t worry, big brother. I will keep it safe for you.”


    A woman appeared with a grey-colored coat and held it out to Timbu.


    “I would rather walk naked with my pride than to wear that coat of shame.” Timbu crossed his arms.


    “You will wear it, and you will do as you’re told, or the council will make their decision right now. I’m sure you don’t want that,” warned Father Jamar.


    Timbu looked over at Annalinda. She nodded slightly and smiled a sweet smile. “It will be all right, husband. Please do as Father Jamar says. He is right. If you don’t cooperate, they will kill us right now.”


    Timbu handed over his snow bear coat and replaced it with the grey one.


    “As for the boy, we can’t allow him to walk about as a bear. It is an insult to the tribe. He must take off Torac’s coat.”


    Panic rose from my stomach. Without the coat, the cold would surely overtake me. Even though we were indoors, the air was frigid and damp. I backed up behind Annalinda.


    I won’t survive the cold, I said with my mind. I need to be a snow bear to survive here. The magic in the coat protects me and without it I—


    “I will wear a coat of shame,” interjected Annalinda. “But you must allow him to wear Torac’s coat. It is my right to give it to the boy if I so choose.”


    “He may wear the coat as a human, not as a bear. If he shifts, he will be killed immediately,” said Father Jamar. “Do you understand?”


    Yes, sir, I said. I was not sure how much help the coat would be without my being a snow bear, but it was better than no coat at all. I shifted back into human form. Annalinda traded hides like her husband had. Stella and Cosette stepped forward and, without saying a word, held out their snow bear coats as well.


    Even though I was wrapped in a fur coat, stinging hives erupted on my arms and legs. My face felt hot, and my neck itchy.


    “Annalinda, what is going to happen now?” I asked.


    “Max, I give my oath on my son’s soul that I will return you to your mother.”


    We were taken deep within the caves into the dungeons. It was even darker and colder there. I coughed, and my chest ached with each breath. Each step sent bolts of pain up my legs, from ankles to knees.


    I stumbled and fell. My whole body exploded in tremendous pain that made me cry out. I wasn’t sure I could get up. One of the snow bears that had been escorting us snorted and approached me with teeth bared. It raised its paw in the air, but Timbu gripped it in his two enormous hands.


    “You won’t dare strike this child, or you will answer to me,” Timbu said. His massive arms shook as he held the snow bear’s paw.


    Two of the other bears surrounded Timbu. Ragerock held up his hand, and the snow bears stepped back. “Ah, brother, you wouldn’t have a chance against us in your human form. Do we end things here? Say the word, and I will grant your death wish.”


    Timbu grunted and pushed the snow bear he was restraining back a couple of feet.


    “Is this what we have become, Ragerock?” said Timbu. “What honor is there in hurting an innocent child? Is that the new standard of bravery?” Ragerock stood facing Timbu. They stared at each other and rumbled a low growl.


    “You are right, dear brother.” Ragerock broke his stare. “There is no sport in killing this child. When the time comes and the council sentences you, I will kill you myself. As for this boy, well . . . I might keep him as a pet until I get bored, and then I will hunt him.”


    “You won’t touch a hair on that boy’s head.” Annalinda lunged forward, but Timbu grabbed her before she could get any closer to his brother.


    “There is such spirit in you, Annalinda.” Ragerock laughed. “That’s one of the things that I admire about you the most.”


    “I won’t let you bait me,” she said.


    “A wise decision, Annalinda. I would kill Timbu, the boy, and your sisters right now for allowing that boy to wear Torac’s coat. But how would it look for the clan’s future leader to take justice into his own hands without the council’s approval? Unless, of course, I’m provoked.”


    Timbu gently picked me up in his massive arms and carried me the rest of the way to a wooden door guarded by two snow bears. One of them shifted to his human form and opened the massive door made of oak. I noticed the word Aurora carved on the top of the door.


    “What does Aurora mean?” I asked as we passed into the dungeon cell.


    The room had two wooden benches that looked like the ones built for merchant ships. Also, there were three ship bunks bolted to the wall.


    “The Aurora is the name of a guild ship that we scavenged a few years ago,” replied Annalinda. “As snow bears, we don’t need items like beds and doors, but many of us are accustomed to life as a human. Trees don’t grow in Arctus; we must trade for supplies such as wood and metal. We also scavenge wrecked ships that are abandoned in the Ice Flows. When snow bears are sent to the dungeons, they are stripped of their coats and made to wear these wolf pelt coats. Therefore, the cells are equipped for human use.”


    Timbu placed me on a bunk and then stretched out on another one. His colossal frame barely fit, and his feet dangled off the end. “Not all of us want to live as humans. I embrace my birthright as a snow bear. It is what we are, and we have become more reliant on human things, and where has that gotten us? We are more exposed to humans who only covet our skins. A snow bear only needs food, water, and a den.”


    “It is one of the reasons Ragerock enjoyed taking our coats,” Annalinda added. “It wasn’t because he thought Timbu was a threat or would defy Father Jamar’s wishes. Ragerock knows that taking my husband’s coat will hurt and shame him.”


    We remained imprisoned for the rest of the day. With each hour, cold drained my strength, and by the end of the day, I couldn’t leave my cot.


    “I’m afraid,” I said to Annalinda as she crouched next to me.


    “I’m sure the council will understand why you were wearing my brother’s skin. Ragerock has a lot of influence with Father Jamar, but we rely on the council for these kinds of decisions so that one person does not totally control the actions of the clan.”


    “I’m afraid I won’t make it to morning,” I said in a small voice. “I’m too weak, and the cold is stabbing me with many small knives all over my body. I’m not afraid of death. I’m afraid for my mom. She needs me, and I can’t save her.”


    At that moment, Ragerock and the two bears who had been guarding the door outside entered the room.


    “Ragerock, you must help us,” said Annalinda. “This boy is dying. You said you cared for me, and yet you are tearing my heart out. I can’t save Max without a hide, and so I have to watch his life pass from him. You’re a coward, and if he dies, I will hate you forever. Please . . . Please help us.”


    Timbu put his arm around her.


    “You can punish us, Ragerock,” continued Annalinda, “but this boy has done nothing to you or the clan. He is innocent. Look at him.”


    Annalinda walked the distance between them, grabbed Ragerock by the collar of his coat, and pulled him over to the bunk.


    “Look at him. Does he look like a threat? He must leave here, or he’ll perish. Is that what you’ve become—Ragerock, the killer of innocent boys? You’re no leader. No warrior allows a child to die if they can save them. That’s why I love Timbu—for his courage, his heart, and his compassion, all of which you lack.”


    Ragerock looked at me with a confused expression.


    “When Pabu was executed, you ran. You didn’t stand by us when we needed you. And now—” Annalinda was in tears. “You are nothing but a weak, sniveling snow weasel.”


    “Enough, Annalinda. Stop,” said Ragerock in a shaking voice.


    “Stop? I’ve not even begun. You’ve always been jealous of Timbu. Do you really think you could be half the leader Timbu is? How Father Jamar could consider you to be his replacement is beyond my comprehension,” Annalinda said with disgust in her voice.


    “Stop. Annalinda, I had nothing to do with Pabu’s death,” said Ragerock in a defensive tone. “It was your fault for failing to teach him our ways properly. If he were my son, he would still be alive.”


    Annalinda slapped Ragerock across the face. Timbu grabbed her wrist as she prepared to strike him again. The two guards tensed and looked ready to leap.


    “How dare you?” Annalinda’s face looked wild. “It wasn’t Pabu’s fault. He was perfect. His heart was pure. It was that purity of spirit that killed him because you and Father Jamar let your guard down with the humans. You forget we are nothing but animals to them. Animals they can hunt and mount in their halls. Max represents hope as a bridge between humans and snow bears. He’s a human who can become a snow bear. You stand there in your smugness while he slips away. Do the right thing for once, and redeem yourself. Only then can I ever forgive you.”


    Ragerock stood and rubbed his face where Annalinda had slapped him. He turned to the two guards. “Stand down.” The two stepped back, but their eyes never left Timbu and Annalinda.


    “Bring the boy, brother. The rest of you stay here.” Ragerock turned and walked out of the room.


    Timbu lifted me and held me close.


    “I must go with you,” Annalinda insisted. “I don’t trust him, Timbu. You can’t go alone. What if he intends to kill you?”


    “If my brother thinks he can beat me, then he has already dug his own grave. I won’t go down without a fight. Fear not, my love, and remember, he is more of a coward than a schemer. We need to see the council now, or this boy will die.”


    Annalinda took Timbu’s face in her hands and gave him a long kiss. “Please be careful. I am sorry about all this . . .”


    “I am the one who’s sorry,” replied Timbu. “You’re right—we must save Max and protect him. He could be the key to our survival with humans.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven



    Timbu gently laid me on one of the benches made of salvaged ship wood. My strength was replaced by agonizing pain. Every joint in my body ached, and my skin felt as if it had been lit on fire.


    “Wait here,” said Timbu as he followed Ragerock back out the door that locked with an audible click.


    I’m not sure how long I lay alone in the room, as time became hazy. Finally, Timbu slammed open the door, looking furious.


    “They are ready to take a vote on what to do with you,” said Timbu. “Can you walk?”


    I tried to move my legs, but they wouldn’t respond. “I don’t think so.”


    Timbu scooped me up again and entered a round chamber where nine people wearing snow bear hides sitting around a wooden table that looked to be made from a reclaimed ship door. Timbu placed me on a bench near the far wall, and it took all my will not to scream out in pain.


    “Do you have anything to say before this council decides Max’s fate?” asked Father Jamar.


    “When my son died, something in me died, as it did in Annalinda.” Timbu cleared his throat a couple of times before continuing. “I never thought I’d see her smile or care about anything ever again. The loss of Pabu has created distance between Annalinda and me. Max has brought joy into her eyes, and . . . well, that is a miracle. The boy is special and deserves a chance to live and to find his parents.”


    I was moved. Up to that moment, I thought Timbu hated me or was just doing what Annalinda told him to out of duty to his wife. I felt a tear run down my cheek, and a warmth radiated within me. It was small, at first—it crackled like an ember in the center of a fire. Magic twirled, gathering power within me. As the magic grew, my pain drained from me, and strength filled my muscles. That was it—my magic responded to love. Sometimes, love came in the form of comfort and belonging. Sometimes, love came in the form of protecting those close to me. Now, the love made my heart expand and feel for Timbu and Annalinda.


    “We understand that the loss of your son has changed you, Timbu,” said a thin, hawkish woman on the council. “That doesn’t excuse you from breaking our most sacred laws and allowing him to wear Torac’s coat.”


    “I take responsibility for my son’s death, for my wife’s actions, and for allowing the boy to wear one of our skins. I offer my life freely in exchange for my wife’s, Cosette’s, Stella’s, and Max’s. I will die protecting this human boy because I can’t bear breaking Annalinda’s heart again. If you’ve any mercy, you will allow this boy to live and let Annalinda take him to the Ice Palace to find his mother.”


    “Timbu, you must be under some spell because you must know we would not grant your request,” said Father Jamar. “If what we have heard is true—that a Djinn now rules the Ice Palace—then it is too dangerous. Let the demon have the palace; we don’t want to provoke it. It isn’t our fight. In fact, we should vote to forbid anyone to go to the Ice Palace. I’ve heard enough, and I’m sure others in the council have as well. My vote is: guilty.”


    Each member voted, and it was tied four to four. Only Ragerock’s vote remained. My magic was clearing my mind. I felt as if I could leap over the entire council and punch a hole through rock and ice wall.


    Ragerock was the key to freedom. I focused my magic on Ragerock. I didn’t intend to hurt him. I wanted him to understand the source of my power—love.


    “What? What are you doing to me?” Ragerock coughed. I walked to Ragerock, and he lost his footing. He was on the floor, crawling away from me. His eyes were wide, and his mouth was moving, but no sound could escape his lips. Everyone else in the room seemed frozen in place.


    As I neared Ragerock, I stepped through a shimmering waterfall, and the scene around us changed. We were in a room with walls made of smooth ice with timber supports.


    A boy with blond hair, like mine, only lighter, lay motionless in a bed. He was wearing green britches, and his feet were bare. His white shirt was embroidered with gold thread on both collar and sleeves; it was baggy and looked too big for him.


    Ragerock was standing next to me, his eyes wide as he stared at the boy. The boy opened his eyes, and a weak smile appeared on his face.


    Ragerock stepped forward, and the boy raised his hand to him. Tears welled up in Ragerock’s eyes as he knelt next to the bed. “Oh, Pabu . . . I’m so sorry. I should have been there. I should never have left you alone with the prince . . . I’m so sorry . . . and now you’re gone.”


    Pabu stroked Ragerock’s face. “I forgive you.”


    Ragrock gasped as Pabu’s arm went limp, and his eyes stared at the ceiling unblinking.


    I had the sensation of passing through a waterfall once again, and we were back in the council chamber. Ragerock was kneeling on the floor, and he was holding my hand with tears streaming down his face. Time started moving again.


    “Guards, stop that boy! Can’t you see that he is doing something to Ragerock?” demanded Father Jamar. “Stop him!”


    The guards by the door shifted into their snow bear forms and lumbered toward me.


    “Not guilty!” Ragerock yelled and shifted into his bear form, standing between the guards and me, pawing the ground. His claws created sparks as they scraped against the rock.


    “This can’t be,” protested Father Jamar. “This boy has bewitched you. He is a demon pretending to be an innocent boy. Back away, son, and let the guards take care of him.”


    The woman with the hawkish face stood and sternly said, “Ragerock has spoken, and the vote is cast.”


    “Can’t you see that this boy is putting a spell on all of you?” said Father Jamar. “He entered here as a frail boy who couldn’t walk—and now look at him! He’s standing. He isn’t even wearing a coat.”


    Torac’s coat lay on the bench, yet I was sweating. I wasn’t uncomfortable; instead, I felt invincible and fearless.


    “He’s been faking this whole time.” Father Jamar walked around the table toward me, his eyes darting all about the room at the council members. The guards had stopped coming for me, and they were looking around the room as well.


    “He is an agent of the Djinn sent here to destroy us all,” continued Father Jamar. “If you won’t save this tribe, then I will.”


    Father Jamar shifted into his snow bear form. He was more intimidating than any of the other bears I had seen. He leapt from the dais and knocked Ragerock aside. Timbu tried to move in, but Father Jamar swatted him away with his paw, and Timbu slammed against the stone wall with a loud crack! Now nothing stood between Father Jamar and me.


    I was tired of being afraid.


    I was not helpless, and I called on my magical power. I no longer had to be afraid of the outside world. If I could tame sea creatures and push up against the Witch Queen’s magic, then this raging snow bear in front of me should be no challenge.


    I felt the power pushing hard to be released. It had never been so strong, and I liked it. I wanted to lash out against Father Jamar. I didn’t care about a council or a vote. I would leave the chamber and the snow bear enclave, and I would make it to the Ice Palace. Nothing, not even the Djinn, was going to stop me or make me afraid anymore.


    My skin felt like it would combust into a ball of flame. Father Jamar was within striking distance, and his hind legs tensed. I screamed out with my soul, “Nooooo!”


    The magical power split me in half, and I shifted into something fierce and terrible. It didn’t feel like a shift into a snow bear—it was more like a butterfly breaking free of its cocoon. I towered over Father Jamar. I dug my long, sharp nails into the stone. I looked down at my black-and-white speckled paws that were the size of a man’s head. I ran my tongue along my large teeth that extended over my bottom lip.


    Everyone except Timbu was now in snow bear form, and they were slowly retreating toward the door.


    I advanced toward Father Jamar, and the weight of my paws thumped on the floor with a noise that sounded like someone beating on a drum. Power rippled through my muscles with each step, and I felt like tearing through any creature that dared challenge me.


    A roar erupted from within me so loud that ice and bits of rock fell from the ceiling. Father Jamar gave a snow bear roar that, while fearsome, didn’t match the intensity of mine. He crouched, ready to pounce.


    I will save my mom! I projected from my mind in all directions. Nothing, not even death, will stop me. Stand aside.


    Father Jamar and I leapt through the air at one another, but my weight pinned him to the floor. He tried to squirm, but he couldn’t break loose. He had dared to challenge me, and now he was going to pay the price. I eyed his throat and opened my jaws.


    “Max, stop!” Timbu was standing with his palms open. Blood seeped from a gash on his forehead. “Please, don’t do this! This is not the way. Let him go. Please don’t do anything you’ll regret. What would your mother say if she was standing here right now?”


    The hate and hunger began to fade from my mind, and my vision closed in until there was only a pinpoint of light.


    “Max . . . Max . . .” Timbu’s voice faded as total blackness overtook me.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight



    “Max, wake up,” said Annalinda. “Max, your mom needs you.”


    That was it—a pinpoint of light in absolute darkness. Mom needed me. The idea grew in my mind, and so did the light.


    I sat straight up, gasping for air.


    “Max, it’s all right. Breathe slowly. You’re safe, little cub.”


    I was confused by my surroundings. I was in a bed, but the ceiling above me was made of long stalactites. There were large chairs arranged around me—in them were Timbu, Annalinda, and her sisters.


    “Annalinda? Where am I?” I asked.


    “Oh, thank the six sea gods,” said Annalinda with a broad smile. Her eyes were glistening. “We were so worried we’d lost you.”


    “Lost—how?” I asked.


    “Max, what do you remember?” Timbu stood up and hovered above me. There was a bandage on his head.


    “We went to meet with the council. Then there was a vote . . . The rest is hazy.”


    “Do you remember shifting?” asked Timbu.


    I tried to remember, but my head was a bit foggy. “No. Did I become a snow bear again?”


    “No, you . . . turned into something . . . else.” Timbu eyes focused on his feet.


    My heart sped up. “What did I shift into?”


    “It was like a large cat . . . you were much larger than a snow bear, and you had long, curved teeth and black nails. Your snow-white fur was covered with black spots.”


    Bits of memory floated in my head, disconnected. I had held Father Jamar down and wanted to . . .


    “Did I hurt anyone?” I asked nervously. “Please tell me Father Jamar is okay.”


    “Yes, my father is fine, although his pride and reputation took a beating,” replied Timbu.


    “What is going on?” I asked. “Are we still prisoners?”


    “No,” Timbu said. “My father defied the council and tried to attack you. He is under guard now and awaits his own trial. I imagine they will be merciful if Ragerock and I speak for him.”


    “Do you remember projecting your thoughts throughout the clan?” asked Annalinda.


    “Sort of . . .” My thoughts were jumbled, and it was hard to focus on my memories in any coherent way.


    “Those thoughts went through the minds of everyone in the clan, and with them, your emotions. We felt for a moment how much you miss your mom—and it has affected the entire clan.”


    “What does that mean? Are they going to let me leave and find my mom?” I was feeling more hopeful than I had since arriving at the snow bear enclave.


    Timbu and Annalinda exchanged a strange look.


    “You were about to . . . eat . . . Father Jamar, and I pleaded with you to stop, and then you collapsed and shifted back into your human form again. I brought you back to our room. The council has been pondering some rather important decisions these past few days.”


    I sat up straighter. “Days . . . Did you say days?”


    “Max, you’ve been sleeping for two days now,” said Timbu. “Based on what happened in the chamber, the council decided to put someone else in charge, at least temporarily. Ragerock and I are now co-chiefs of the clan.”


    My mouth dropped open. I shook my head because I was sure I’d heard Timbu wrong.


    “Timbu and Ragerock have decided you can’t face the Djinn alone,” said Annalinda. “Getting you to the Ice Palace wouldn’t be enough to help you get back your mother. You have strong magic in you, Max, but perhaps not strong enough to face the Djinn yet—and there is also the problem of the Twilight Army.”


    “Ragerock and I have decided to attack the Ice Palace and free it from the evil that sits on the throne,” said Timbu.


    “But why? You said that you hated humans because they hunt you . . . and your son was killed by the king of Arctus.”


    “Snow bears were created for a purpose, Max, and that is to be the guardians of Arctus. Our pain and grief for our loss led us away from that purpose, but now we must remember. Evil has taken over Arctus, and we have failed our duty. We must take it back, not only for humans but also for all the creatures that live across the three seas. The Djinn will not stop until they have enslaved every being—snow bear or not. We will lay siege to the Ice Palace, and with a little luck, we’ll catch them off guard. We have a chance to make things right.”


    “And my mom? Will you help me free her?”


    “We have a shared purpose, Max. We need the Djinn gone. I will take you into the palace and personally help you rescue your mother. Meanwhile, Ragerock and Hungsu will lead the clan to take the palace only when it is the right moment.”


    “You have a plan?” I sat up a little straighter.


    “Indeed, we do.” Annalinda stood up and held out a snow bear coat. “Max, please take Torac’s coat and become a snow bear again. I know you can shift into that other creature, but it took you days to recover.”


    “But what about the clan and the rules?” I asked.


    “The council decided that it was Annalinda’s choice,” replied Timbu. “They agreed that you need it to survive.”


    I looked at the skin on my arms. There was only a small rash, and it didn’t yet feel itchy. Perhaps it was because I had used so much of my power that I still had a little protection. But I didn’t want to take too great a chance, so I was thankful to be allowed to shift into a snow bear again.


    “Thank you,” I said to Annalinda and hugged her.


    I slipped my feet to the floor, shifted into a snow bear, and walked toward the door.


    “Where are you going?” asked Annalinda.


    “To the Ice Palace—it’s time to rescue my mom.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine



    Timbu, Ragerock, Hungsu, and I led the snow bear army across the frozen plains for most of the day. As the light dimmed, I got my first glimpse of the Ice Palace. It was constructed of ice, stone, and wood, and it dwarfed the Jade Palace. It was carved into the side of a glacier, and the blue ice it was composed of shone brightly against the white ice of the glacier. There was a broad road that ended at a three-story gate. The walls that surrounded the palace were steep and rose up high into grey snow clouds. Nothing could climb those sheer ice walls.


    “How will we get in?” I asked Timbu.


    “Remember, not all is as it looks,” replied Timbu. “When you first came to the enclave, you couldn’t see the entrance until you were right upon it. Our ancestors used the same trick when they built the Ice Palace for Agus. We needed our own way into the palace during an emergency.”


    “Is the entrance large enough for the whole army to enter?” I asked.


    “Only a few of us can enter the palace by the hidden way,” replied Timbu. “The army must enter through the main gates. Ragerock will make his way to the gatehouse to let them in. You and I will search for your mother. We could bring more snow bears in with us, but we want to take them by surprise.”


    The three of us split from the army and followed a small hidden path that wound down toward the south wall. When we reached the end of the trail, Timbu shifted back into human form, but he was not wearing just his coat; he had white armor underneath.


    “You see a small shelf up there?” Timbu pointed midway up the wall where a rock shelf jutted out.


    “Yes, I see it.”


    “That is where we must go,” Timbu explained. “There is a crack in the wall just big enough to squeeze through. Ragerock and I will climb up there and pull you up.”


    I nodded in agreement.


    “You will need to shift back into your human form so we can tie a rope around you. There is a system of lava pools that create hot steam throughout the castle. You should be warm enough.”


    “We’ll see you up top,” said Ragerock. During the Ice Palace journey, Ragerock had not said anything to me and had kept his distance. I wasn’t sure if he was afraid of me or hated me. It didn’t matter as long as I could find my mom.


    Ragerock and Timbu expertly threw metal hooks tied to ropes up to the rock shelf. They climbed up the icy wall until they made it to the outcropping, and then Timbu lowered the rope to me. I shifted into my human form and quickly tied the rope with a double fisherman’s knot my dad had taught me last year. I had practiced it often to impress him, and it was second nature to me now.


    Timbu and Ragerock quickly pulled me up to a small ledge. In front of me was a wall made of solid ice. Timbu stepped forward and turned sharply right—and then vanished. Ragerock went next.


    “Come on, Max, you must keep up with us,” said Timbu.


    I stepped forward, fearful I would bump my nose into the wall, but it was merely an illusion. The real wall was a few more feet ahead than what it appeared. I looked to my right, and Timbu and Ragerock were waiting.


    As promised, the air was warm and a little steamy. The farther we made our way down the tunnel, the hotter the air became. Ragerock held a torch that hissed and sizzled as water from the ceiling dripped down on the flame. The narrow tunnel was carved out of ice and stone and was supported with barabond wood beams. I understood why the entire army couldn’t travel this way.


    The two men moved through the tunnel with confidence that indicated they had been there before and knew the way. We stopped in front of a single wooden door framed in the ice. “This is where things get tricky, Max.” Timbu put his hand on my shoulder. “This door opens into a storeroom next to the lower kitchens. We have no idea what we will find on the other side. I want you to wait here until we come back for you. If we don’t come back by the time you count to one hundred, run back the way we came and hide. Our men have been instructed to come and get you if we don’t open the gates by morning.”


    The brothers quietly slipped through the door and closed it behind them. I paced, anxious to rescue my mom. I was so close. I resolved that if I counted to one hundred and they had not returned, I would go through the door myself. I hadn’t come this far to run away. Whatever waited past the door was part of my fate.


    By the time I reached fifty, Timbu had come back through the door. I sighed in relief.


    “It seems everyone is gone. The food is rotten, and there’s a lot of vermin and refuse about. Stay close to me, Max. We don’t know what to expect on the upper floors. Ragerock is going to the gatehouse. Maybe the sea gods will be kind and on our side.”


    Timbu held a torch as we explored the Ice Palace. Many of the rooms and hallways were dark. Some of the rooms had windows, but it was dark outside, and the moon was nothing but a thin crescent in the sky.


    Even though the air was warm, it still gave me a chill. There were no bodies or apparent survivors from the clash with the Djinn, which did not ease my discomfort.


    “I don’t like it here, Timbu,” I said. “It feels like a tomb.”


    “I feel the same thing, cub. Thousands of people lived here, and there is no trace of anyone. Look over there.” Timbu pointed to a large table in one of the lesser lords’ dining halls. It was covered with platters of rotten food. “The chairs look as though there should be people sitting in them. It has my nerves on end.”


    I lost count of the number of rooms we searched. I was sweating, which seemed out of place in a palace made of ice.


    “The Witch Queen told me my mother was in the Ice Palace, but she was never clear about exactly where to look. Much of what she said was a puzzle, and I haven’t been able to put all the pieces together yet. Maybe the Ice Palace is empty, and the Djinn took my mother somewhere else?”


    Even as I said the words, I didn’t believe them. My power was tugging at me like it had on the Pig. Pulling me to a destination. I prayed that there was not something large waiting to eat me when I arrived this time.


    We reached the last possible room. Two ornately carved doors blocked our way, depicting a scene of a man in robes holding his hands high in the air and snow bears pulling blocks of ice with ropes.


    There was a lit torch on each side of the doors. Someone was here, and the torches were an invitation. Something deadly and cunning waited for us on the other side.


    “Are you ready, Max?” asked Timbu. “Whatever happens, it has been an honor to be a part of your journey. You are quite extraordinary . . . for a human. If Pabu had lived, I’m sure you would have been the best of friends.”


    “I’m sure we would have been,” I agreed. I couldn’t falter. I was at the end of my journey. After traveling hundreds of leagues, I was prepared to face whatever lay beyond. If death awaited me, then that was my fate, but I wouldn’t pass into the grey fields without a fight.


    “I’m ready,” I said, pushing open the doors.


    There was a cackle. “I’ve been expecting you two. Welcome to your doom.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty



    The door closed behind us with a clank. In the middle of the room was a throne of blue ice, and upon it sat a lone figure—a Djinn. He was dressed in a bright blue robe, and he had a black, well-kept beard and mustache. On his head was a gold circlet made of two intertwining snakes. The serpents’ eyes were red rubies, and their scales were blue sapphires. The Djinn’s eyes glowed with a fiery green light.


    Timbu shifted into his bear form in mid-stride as he ran toward the throne.


    “Oh, we won’t be having any of that.” The Djinn raised his hand, and Timbu tumbled as he shifted back into his human form. Timbu pushed himself to his feet and charged the Djinn again with his arms extended. The Djinn flicked his wrist, and Timbu flew backward into a bench with a loud crack! Timbu lay motionless as I rushed to him. He was groaning—but at least he was alive.


    “How sweet, the boy is concerned for his pet bear.” The Djinn’s laugh was cold and without empathy.


    I spun on the Djinn. “Where’s my mom? I demand you release her.”


    “How refreshing. A human that gets to the heart of the matter. None of the formalities or pretenses,” said the Djinn. “I’ll return the favor by reuniting you right away. Come closer and see.”


    My determination overcame my fear as I approached the throne.


    “Max, don’t—” Timbu croaked. “He’ll kill you!”


    “Not yet, pet bear. As long as the woman felt her son was safe, I couldn’t break her. He is no good to me dead.”


    The Djinn moved his hand, and a brazier came to life behind the throne, and I could see an object hanging from a thick iron chain.


    “That’s it—come closer,” encouraged the Djinn. “Ah, it warms my heart to bring a family together.”


    The object was a chunk of clear blue ice, and there was something encased inside it. I felt suddenly sick once I realized what it was.


    “Oh, what’s the matter, Max? Don’t you recognize your own mother?” The flames in the room brightened. She appeared to be floating in the water. Her expression was peaceful, and her eyes were closed.


    “What have you done to her?” I balled my fists, and my magic instantly came alive. “You monster. Let her go!”


    “Why would I do that? She’s my favorite work of art! Isn’t she magnificent? I really outdid myself.”


    My breathing quickened, and pressure built within me. I didn’t care what happened to me now—all was lost without my mom. I would bring down the entire Ice Palace to exact my revenge.


    “You’ll pay for what you’ve done, demon!” Timbu said behind me. “My clan will breach this palace, and we will kill you. We will reclaim what is rightfully ours.”


    “Silly bear. Is that what you think is happening? You’ve come to die. Well, most of you. I will keep some of your cubs for pets to guard my castle while I’m away. Your clan is merely food for my hungry army.”


    It was a trap.


    “Come to the window and see your mighty snow bear clan. They’re already dead. They just don’t know it yet,” laughed the Djinn.


    Timbu and I walked to the large window that overlooked the front gates and courtyards. It was too far away for anyone to hear us calling. The clan waited at the closed gate, but they were facing the wrong direction. The snow was blowing hard and was probably obscuring what was behind them: an army clad in grey armor. The color made it hard to see them, but I could tell that they outnumbered the snow bears by the thousands. If Ragerock didn’t open the gate, they would have nowhere to flee, as they were in a canyon with walls of ice on either side of them that narrowed toward the gate.


    “Even with my army surprising your clan, snow bears can be very fierce. But, as men, they are quite vulnerable.” The Djinn waved his hand toward the snow bear army, and each of them transformed into their human form. They moved in erratic patterns. We had brought carts of weapons for them to use in human form, but they would have to take time to unload them. Most of the snow bears were only wearing their coats for protection. It would be a slaughter.


    “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “What does my mom have to do with all of this? We are simple farmers.”


    “Don’t play coy with me, Max—you insult me with your lies,” retorted the Djinn. “You know what I want. If you tell me where to find the Midnight Jewel, I will release your mother. If you don’t tell me, you and everyone you care for will die.”


    If I didn’t do something, many snow bears would die, and it would be my fault.


    “I will trade my life for mom’s. Take me now and let her and the snow bears go,” I offered in desperation.


    “So dramatic. No one will be released until I get what I want.”


    The trap that had been laid for me snapped shut. I had faced dangers, creatures from myths, and death itself to find her. I had proven that I would do anything for her. The Djinn intended to use me to control my mom, and if that didn’t work, he would use her to control me. He was holding off his army from overwhelming the snow bears. Once he got what he wanted or decided we weren’t going to cooperate, he would kill us all. I needed to build my power more to take him down.


    “I don’t know what a Midnight Jewel is,” I said.


    “That’s a pity—I guess you’ll have to watch your pets perish,” gloated the Djinn.


    In my mind, I projected, Run, Timbu! Help them. I will deal with the Djinn, but you must hurry.


    Timbu ran for the door.


    The Djinn’s eyes flashed brightly, but his hands remained still at his sides.


    “Run, pet, run. You can’t save them, so I suppose you should die with them!” shouted the Djinn.


    I leaned out the window and shouted down at the snow bears, “Look behind you—it’s a trap!”


    “Your efforts are futile, Max,” said the Djinn.


    I connected my mind to the clan and shouted, My brothers and sisters, it’s a trap! The Twilight Army is surrounding your flank!


    “Oh, aren’t you a clever boy,” the Djinn said. “They don’t stand a chance in their human form. Adding snow bears to my Twilight Army will be quite the addition.”


    I wasn’t going to allow him to distract me. I needed all the power I could gather, so I needed to keep him talking.


    “Why do you think my family knows where the Midnight Jewel is?” I asked.


    “When my family and I were imprisoned in those awful bottles, we shared a vision—one in which we were destroyed. It was a bright light that blinded us, and we heard the words, ‘When the Midnight Jewel comes to the throne, the powers of Djinn will be overthrown. The family three will be no more, and triumph and light will shine on every shore.’ So, you see, if we destroy the Midnight Jewel, then we can rule the three seas—forever. Not even Calita can stop us.”


    “What does that have to do with my mom?” I asked. It was becoming harder to breathe; the power was almost more than I could bear. My skin felt like it might peel from my bones.


    “My daughter, Zonobia, is cunning. She obtained enough Green Spice to divine the location of the Midnight Jewel. She saw your mother and father. Her visions never fail, so we know your parents know where it is. Your father died at sea before we could get to him, but your mother was ripe for the taking.”


    If my mother did know where the Midnight Jewel was, she didn’t tell me because she wanted to protect me. It was more apparent why my father was pursuing the Green Spice—he must have found out what Zonobia was up to. Once Dad had discovered what was going on, Harim had to keep him quiet.


    A horn sounded from below, and other horns blasted in response. The wind and snow stopped, and the Twilight Army emerged behind the snow bears. They ran across the ice with their spears lowered. The snow bears were backed up against the gate—they were trapped.


    A small number of snow bears with swords ran to meet the Twilight Army. The first wave of snow bears was impaled by long spears, but those that made it through tore through the Twilight soldiers. Even with their fierceness, the snow bears did not stand a chance against the horde. The Twilight Army’s numbers were too great. The first wave of snow bears lay in ruin with their blood-stained white coats still wrapped around them. The battle was going to be short.


    “Your pets are dying, Max. I already dispatched a regiment to gather the cubs back at their enclave as my pets. I might consider sparing some of the females if you tell me what you know.”


    I thought about Annalinda and the rest of the women and children at the enclave. In The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn, a final battle raged between the island kingdoms and the undead army. They were losing until Ubu completed his spell and locked the Djinn away. Once they were imprisoned, the Twilight Army was no longer animated and fell down like scarecrows in a strong wind.


    To save everyone, I needed to destroy the Djinn, and then perhaps his army would drop unless I needed to defeat all of the Djinn before that would happen. The bigger question was, could the Djinn be destroyed?


    “Don’t you dare touch them.” Hot tears ran down my cheeks.


    I looked one last time to the battle below. Some of the snow bears had gathered their bows and were shooting at the Twilight Army now. This bought them a little break as the Twilight Army spearmen retreated, but as they did, a regiment of Twilight archers got into position, ready to fire a volley back at the clan. Before they could release their arrows, the night sky lit up in a yellow blaze of light. Giant balls of flame landed amid the Twilight Army and exploded. Ball after ball of fire flew into the hordes of Twilight soldiers and set them aflame. Even so, new lines of the Twilight Army stepped over their burning comrades like waves rolling over a shoreline.


    There was movement at the back of the Twilight Army. A small group of people ran and cut a path through the soldiers on their way to the snow bears. It was hard to make out who they were, but two things stood out: a white feather plume and a whirling staff.


    The Twilight Army had not expected to be attacked from behind, so the waves of undead soldiers slowed their progress toward the clan to deal with the new threat.


    There was a loud metal clanking, and the gate lifted. The snow bears retreated beneath it as it rose. Cinn and his small party sprinted toward the gate, but I could see some of the Twilight archers take aim. A green ball of fire crashed down on the archers and created a tall wall of flame. It gave Cinn’s group, and the remaining snow bears time to slip into the palace before the gate crashed back down. The volleys of flaming balls ceased.


    The Djinn king slammed his fist so hard on the rail that it splintered.


    “What is this? Your pets had some help, I see. No matter. I will deal with them myself. Your time is up.”


    I closed my eyes. It was time. I let go of my power. I split from my cocoon body of a boy and landed on all fours with a thud. The power in my body was intoxicating, and the only thing I wanted was to tear the Djinn apart. All fear and doubt were gone. Only an animalistic rage remained in my mind and heart. I opened my eyes, and the Djinn was looking up at me with a shocked expression.


    His upraised hand glowed green, and the air stank like rotten eggs. There was a crackling sound as green power formed into a globe in his palm. He pulled his hand back as if to throw the green ball at me, but before he could, an arrow erupted from his chest.


    I turned my head toward the doorway. A dark figure stood with another arrow notched on a longbow. The arrow flew toward the Djinn in a blur and went through his leg. The Djinn screamed and crashed to his knees. I couldn’t see the figure’s face because it wore a deep hood, but it moved with speed and grace. Another arrow flew toward the Djinn’s chest, but this one he deflected with his hand. Two more arrows flew toward the injured Djinn and were also deflected.


    The figure ran so fast across the room toward the throne, it seemed to fly. As it moved, another arrow struck the ice chunk that contained my mom. I watched in horror as the ice cracked all over and then shattered, just as the figure reached it. Mom fell limp into the figure’s arms. She was safe.


    I roared at the Djinn, and he scrambled backward. Green magic formed in Djinn’s hand again.


    I hesitated. Inside me still pumped the heart of a boy—one full of love and hope, not hate and death. I had never killed anyone in my life, and even though my animal instinct wanted to leap and end the Djinn, I still hesitated.


    If I let the Djinn cowering before me live, he would kill everyone I loved. I didn’t know what to do, and I felt the magic in me falter. The Djinn’s face wore a new expression—fear. That only made me want to tear into him more. I tensed the muscles in my back legs, and my jaw was open wide.


    I looked back at Mom. Would she approve of taking someone’s life, even if they were a twisted creature like the Djinn? At the moment, I looked away, a searing heat punched into my body, and I crashed into a wall.


    The Djinn was standing up and pulling the arrows out of his body.


    I had hesitated too long.


    “You . . . are going to pay . . . for that!” the Djinn spat. “But first, it is time to teach an overgrown cat a lesson about playing with fire!” Another green globe sizzled through the room, and this time stuck my front legs. I went down with a crash.


    As doubt and fear entered my mind, my strength faltered. The globes of green magic were too much to handle. I smelled the sickly sweet scent of singed fur. I tried to stand up, but I only stumbled.


    “Did you think that you—a boy—could defeat an all-powerful Djinn? I will admit—you did catch me by surprise. That was a neat trick. But you are outmatched here, boy.” The Djinn raised both his hands and an even more giant green globe formed.


    I couldn’t get up. I closed my eyes, ready to accept my fate when I heard Dad’s voice.


    “Get up, son . . . Get up. You can defeat him. Your power is love, and your mom and I are here son, and we love you.”


    At first, I thought it was some trick of my mind until the figure pulled back its hood. Dad!


    Power surged back into my body and filled my veins with divine fire. I was fearless, and I had one thought ringing out in my mind: protect my parents. They were no longer the thoughts of Max Daybreaker—they were the musings of a wild, hungry predator.


    I rolled into a crouch, and because the Djinn had his hands raised, he’d left his midsection vulnerable. I leapt, crashing his body against a pillar. The green flame left his eyes, and only terror remained. Before he could scream, my enormous jaws removed his head.


    The Djinn’s body struck the floor and dissolved into grey sand. From that sand arose a dark, translucent mist in the shape of a winged demon.


    Dad pulled a flask from his belt and uttered words I didn’t understand. The winged demon flew toward me, and I roared.


    From the doorway, Cinn’s voice said, “Whoa, what’s that?”


    I did not take my eyes from the demon spirit flying toward me. Its eyes glowed a fiery green, and a large black mouth contained multiple rows of sharp teeth.


    Dad chanted the words louder, and the demon was pulled back toward him. It screeched like a wounded bird as it spun in a whirlwind and was sucked into the flask. Once it was inside, my dad pushed in the stopper.


    I was still hungry and scanned the room for another target. My thoughts were jumbled, and I collapsed to the floor. I panted and felt trapped—like I was in a sack with the top fastened. I thrashed about and clawed the floor. Between me and the door were Cinn, Piers, Linzy, and Mesha. My only thoughts were to find the Twilight Army and kill them all. I would run through my friends if I needed to.


    “Max, son, calm down. It’s over. Your mom is safe.”


    “Nicholas? Is that you?” asked Cinn. “I thought ye were dead!”


    “It’s me,” he replied.


    The hackles on my back stood on end, and I growled at Cinn.


    “Son, listen to me,” said Dad. “Everything is all right. Listen to my voice. You did it. Everyone is safe.”


    I saved everyone. I did it.


    The wild animal power loosened its grip on my mind. My breathing slowed, as did the drumbeat of my heart. I stretched across the cool floor to rest. My muscles unknitted, and I was getting drowsy.


    “Yes, that’s right. You were so brave, Max. You saved your mom. Now come back to us, son.”


    Dad gently laid mom on the floor and crouched as he moved slowly to where I lay. I sniffed his open hand. It was Dad. I purred and let him stroke my mane. I relaxed with each stroke and then curled up next to him. My body collapsed in on itself, and I was Max Daybreaker again. I leapt up and hugged Dad. I never wanted to let him go.


    “I’m here, son,” he kissed my forehead. “You were amazing.”


    I wanted this moment to last forever. I broke our embrace and ran to Mom, sobbing uncontrollably. I kissed her and hugged her. She felt cold, but she was breathing. I had saved her. I had actually done it.

  


  
    EPILOGUE



    It took days to recover, and Linzy and Mesha took turns at my bedside, constantly fussing over me. We shared stories of what had happened to each of us since I had last seen them before being swallowed by the glass whale.


    The fireballs had been Cinn’s doing. He had created fireball cannons using a mixture of plants he called “Anthro’s Fire.” Even though he thought I was dead, Cinn was determined to rescue Mom as he had promised.


    I inquired almost every hour about Mom, and Dad assured me she was still asleep but not in any pain.


    “She is under a powerful spell, son. There are skilled priestesses in Sanctus that may be able to help her,” he told me.


    “Dad, where did you learn to shoot a bow like that? And how do you know about magic?” I asked.


    “There is plenty of time to answer your questions later,” he said. “You need your rest.”


    Cinn entered the room with some parsnip-and-potato soup. “Please sit with us,” he said. “Have some soup. Ye’ve been pacin’ fer hours now, Nicholas.”


    “I have been coordinating the clean-up of all those bodies on the causeway,” replied Dad.


    “Did they just drop when we defeated the Djinn?” I asked.


    “Yes, because that army was under King Farum’s control. But the other Djinn have their own armies, which they are adding to every day.”


    Dad sat as Cinn ladled soup into some bowls for us.


    “Tell me again,” said Cinn. “Slowly, this time. What was that demon thing ye’ve captured in that bottle there?”


    “When the Witch Queen created the Djinn, she did it by inviting powerful demons to attach to the souls of the Malamud family. Green Spice has the power to open a portal to a demonic realm. A place beyond our world. It was a very reckless thing for her to do, for not only did she release three demon parasites, but she also woke other deadlier creatures who were looking for a way into our world.”


    “Worse than the Djinn?” I asked.


    “Much worse. When you destroyed Farum Malamud, the demon parasite was freed and searched for a new host and found one—Max. I was able to capture it here in this bottle for now, but we must use the Midnight Jewel to send them back to their realm and seal the portal between worlds forever.”


    “Why can’t the Witch Queen do that herself?” asked Cinn. “She brought the nasties here.”


    My dad scratched his head and sat back in his chair. “It’s a bit complicated. Because it was her magic that created the Djinn, her magic is part of them. She can’t hurt them without hurting herself. That’s why she gave Sultan Ubu the power to capture them, but even he could not destroy them.”


    I hadn’t noticed Timbu had entered the room until he spoke. “There are some holes in your story. A big piece you’re leaving out. How were you able to hurt the Djinn? You struck it with arrows and injured it—I thought mortal weapons could not hurt them.”


    I raised my arms to Timbu, and he gave me a big bear hug.


    “Yeah, Nicholas. Ye never told me any of this,” complained Cinn. “Ye seem to know a lot about the Witch Queen and these demon things. And then there’s the business of yer son turning into a giant Djinn-eating cat.”


    I squirmed a little in my bed at the memory of biting off the head of the Djinn.


    “I suppose I owe you all a full explanation—but unfortunately, that will have to wait. For now, you should know that I have not always been known as Nicholas Daybreaker. In this land, I’m known as Agus.”


    “Dad!” I exclaimed. “You’re a wizard? Wait . . . How old are you?”


    Before he could answer, Timbu tipped his chair over. “Agus the Just? You’re alive?”


    “Yes, I am he,” Dad replied. “Don’t bother counting; I’m older than you can reckon. I owe an apology to the snow bear clan. I did a poor job of parenting my creations. I left you to figure out your human existence without any guidance or protection. I will make it up to your clan—I promise.”


    “So, are you saying you’re some old wizard and not Max’s dad?” Cinn had a confused look on his face.


    “Yes and no. I’m an old wizard of sorts. I’m even older than my sister, the Witch Queen.”


    The Witch Queen was my . . . aunt? That meant that Abad and the harpies were my cousins. My next birthday party was going to be legendary.


    “I am Max’s father.” Dad held my hand. “My sister created her children, the harpies. I am the snow bears’ father, but we both longed to have our own children who were born, not created. My sister transformed Ubu into a half-magical being and had a child with him—Prince Abad. I didn’t want to change Bettina—she is perfect just the way she is. Instead, I sacrificed my immortality and much of my magic to become Max’s father.”


    There were tears in my father’s eyes. I had never seen him cry, and it broke my heart. “Son, I’m so sorry I never told you. Your mom made me swear we wouldn’t tell you the truth until you were old enough to understand.”


    I squeezed his hand and said, “I love you, Dad.”


    Cinn stood up and gathered his soup pot. “Nicholas—I mean Agus—we won’t intrude. We will leave you two alone. Come on, ye scary bear-man.”


    “Cinn, it’s fine,” said Dad. “Sit down. Max needs all the love he can get and those willing to protect him. I understand he can transform into a snow bear now, and that is because of the compassion you showed him, Timbu. Max draws his bravery and cunning from the love you’ve shown him, Cinn. He needs you as much as me. In fact, he’ll need you for a little bit longer—I must leave Arctus soon.”


    I grabbed onto my dad’s arm. “No, Dad—”


    “Son, the other Djinn are even more powerful than King Farum, and once they hear he is gone, I fear for all the lands. I must try to slow them.”


    “But, Dad, I just found you again.” I sobbed.


    “Son, you must protect your mom, and with the help of Captain Cinn, get her to Sanctus. You’ll be safe there.”


    “Max can kill the Djinn. Won’t you need him?” asked Timbu.


    “I believe we were lucky,” replied Dad. “Max is not ready to face another Djinn right now. I’m concerned about Max’s magic. His magic was passed from me, but it is wilder and uncontrolled in him. When he changed into the beast, he had a hard time changing back. I won’t risk his life in this quest. I must talk to my sister, and when the time is right, we will retrieve the Midnight Jewel and defeat the Djinn once and for all. You must promise me, Cinn, you will get them to Sanctus. I will pay you well, as always.”


    “Ye insult me, old wizard man. I will take them there because I care about their safety. I care for Max as if he were me own kin, and I vow to protect him with me life.” Cinn took off his hat and bowed.


    “As will I,” replied Timbu.


    “I will hold you to it. When can you sail, Cinn?” asked Dad.


    “Dad, you can’t go . . . I can’t lose you again. Please . . . please let me go with you!”


    “Son, we will meet again soon, I promise. I can’t protect you and your mom by hiding in Sanctus. I need you to be strong and finish your journey. I don’t know when she’ll wake, but she’ll need you. I’m so proud of you. You stepped into a world you didn’t know even existed, and now you’ve made friends with snow bears and Spice Pirates. And there are a couple of girls running around here who are quite smitten with you.”


    My face flushed.


    “You have a destiny, son, and for now, you must do as I say.” He held me tight and kissed my head. I would be brave and make my parents proud of me.


    “The Saucy Pig is fully stocked,” Cinn said. “We can be sailing within the hour.”
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    Mom was loaded on the ship. I wasn’t ready for goodbyes. I stood on the small dock situated below the Ice Palace and looked at the Saucy Pig. Looking at her felt like home.


    But some of my little group wouldn’t be joining me. Linzy was dressed in a white ermine coat. She was wearing her dad’s gold circlet and looked like a proper queen. I hugged her tightly.


    “You sure you can’t come?” I asked.


    “My place is here, Max. My kingdom is in pieces, and I need to put it back together. Many of my people fled when the Twilight Army came and have been hiding near Flint Town. It is time for their return. I’ve sent word to my uncle in Tyreen to send us help. I need to heal relations with the snow bears. They need our protection, and we need theirs. I know in my soul we will see each other again.”


    She held me at arm’s length and stared at me with her blue eyes, and I got a little wobbly. I wasn’t sure what she was waiting for.


    “Oh, you are so silly, Max.” She pulled me into a kiss. It was sweet, and my legs became even more wobbly. She turned to Mesha and winked. Mesha crossed her arms with a scowl.


    Timbu and Annalinda were next. I hugged both. They were family now—a real family.


    “Timbu,” I said, “I’ve meant to ask you—you seem to be friendly with Cinn. I thought you were going to . . . kill him.”


    “Ha!” he said. “That is Annalinda’s doing. She made me hear him out before I had him for lunch. Of course, Cinn had some explaining to do, even while I dangled upside down by his feet. He claims that he didn’t kill my brother, that he merely won the hide in a card game in Flint Town from some unsavory poachers. I believe him, and besides, he saved many snow bears during the battle. I doubt he would have made much of a lunch anyway—he’s all sinew and bloated ego.”


    “Were you really going to eat him?” I asked. I thought they were bluffing, but I couldn’t be sure.


    “Probably not.” Annalinda laughed. “We’ll never know.”


    I hugged everyone at least one more time, and as I walked back up the gangplank, Mesha took my hand.


    We waved from the deck of the Pig, and I heard Timbu’s voice in my mind: May the six sea gods bless you. And may we end this evil that plagues our world, once and for all.
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