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Chapter One

THE SOUNDS OF THE SEA and the gentle motion of the ship were lulling me asleep. Mom looked peaceful, lying on the bed set up for her in the captain’s quarters. Extra straw was stuffed in the mattress, and Linzy, the new queen of Arctus, made sure we had soft sheets and plump feather pillows for my mother’s comfort. Linzy remained behind to rebuild her kingdom but wanted to ensure we had the provisions needed for our journey.

Mom’s hands were crossed on her chest, and I could see them slowly rise with each deep breath. It looked as though she would wake from a restful sleep at any moment, but she couldn’t because she was under a spell.

I was shocked out of my dozing by the sounds of horns blasting. I stood up, ran to the door, and almost tripped over the crates of supplies that had been stacked in the room, ready to be put away.

As I opened the cabin door, I had to hold my hand up to shield my eyes from the bright sun reflecting off the water and the pristine white walls of ice that surrounded the bay. Horns blasted from the Ice Palace far above the bay.

My magic power slithered around my belly, creating pressure to be released. Something was wrong, but it was hard to determine with the pirate crew running in all directions on the deck. Some of the supplies sat abandoned on the dock. Captain Cinn was on the poop deck using his whistle to send out orders to the crew. I took the stairs two at a time to reach him.

“What’s going on?” I asked, wondering if he could hear me over the din.

“The Ice Palace be under siege. The ice giants have returned from the north.”

I remembered reading about ice giants in the book my father had given me, Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. They had dominated the tundra and had ruled most of Arctus before Agus the Just, my dad, had created the snow bears to drive them out. No one had seen them for centuries, and it was assumed that they were gone forever.

“Are they sure?” I asked. “I thought they had all vanished?”

“I believe me crew, Master Max,” said Cinn. “We need to get the Pig sailing.”

“What can I do?” I asked.

“Help the men secure our supplies down below,” said Cinn. “Mesha is already down there.”

“Do you think they will attack us?” I was worried because none of the stories of the ice giants were happy ones. They were a warring tribe and stood twelve to fifteen feet tall. Some of the stories reported them to be twice that height. They destroyed towns and villages and took what they pleased but showed no mercy to those who got in their way.

“I don’t want to take any chances,” said Cinn. “We be leaving a lot of our supplies behind, but they won’t be doin’ us much good if we be at the bottom of the bay. Savvy?”

I rushed down to the main deck and weaved between crew members, trying to stay out of their way. Below deck was relatively quiet, as most everyone was preparing the ship to sail. Mesha was securing some chickens in cages. Shouts and running footsteps could be heard overhead. “What’s going on up there?” Mesha asked.

“Apparently, the Ice Palace is under attack by ice giants,” I replied nervously.

“And we are down here messing with chickens?” Mesha twisted a bit of wire to secure the cage. “Let’s go!”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to get in the way,” I replied.

“First, they are ice giants, which we may never see again in this lifetime. Second, I don’t want to be below deck if they should attack us.”

“Good point.”

We were halfway up . . . when the ship to one side, and there were loud shouts above. We almost fell back down the stairs.

Piers, the first mate of the Saucy Pig and a giant in his own right, yelled up to the crow’s nest. Next to him, at the wheel, was Cinn.

“What do you see?” asked Piers.

“There is movement at the walls of the Ice Palace,” said Sirio, the Pig’s lookout. Sirio was a thin weaselly looking pirate who rarely left the crow’s nest. He had only one eye, and the other one was covered with a leather patch. It was said by the other men that he could spot ships from ten leagues away.

“By the six sea gods… ice giants.”

Another loud splash and the ship rocked again. A large chunk of ice had fallen from the sky.

“We be under attack,” yelled Cinn. “Come, men, get this ship moving. We be too easy a target here.”

Cinn turned to me and said, “I be callin’ ye me lucky charm, Master Max. Nothin’ but good luck follows ye.”

My face flushed a bit from embarrassment. Crew members scrambled. My magic surged inside, and my skin felt hot and prickly. Mesha stared at me with wide eyes.

“What should we do?” asked Mesha.

“You two should go below,” Piers said.

“I’d like to help, not hide,” I replied.

“I’m not sure how much help ye be, if ye are flat as a pancake. Ahh…pancakes. I missed me morning meal, and now I’m hungry.”

“Hungry?” asked Mesha. “At a time like this?”

“The captain is hungry most of the time,” interjected Piers. “It’s a burden we bear.”

“A burden to ye maybe, Piers,” said Cinn as he flashed his smile with his gold tooth twinkling in the sunlight.

“As you say, captain,” replied Piers.

Another large chunk of ice struck the water, along with crunching part of the ship’s starboard rail.

“I believe we be overstayin’ our welcome.” Cinn lifted the small whistle on a chain around his neck and blew a long shrill tone, and everyone on deck stopped moving.

“Hoist the anchor, drop the sail, prepare the cannon,” shouted Cinn.

“Cannon?” I asked.

“We picked it up in Flint Town before the battle with the Twilight Army,” said Piers.

“I wondered about that,” I admitted. “Do we have cannon shot?”

“Not exactly,” replied Cinn. “We have Anthro’s Fire. It be a nasty blend of spices that packs a fiery punch. Problem be, we only have one sack left, so we need to make it count.”

A crewmember pulled a cloth tarp from a swivel cannon secured to the forecastle of the ship. It was smaller than a regular cannon and was mounted on a post. My dad’s ship had two, used for close combat as they did not have the range of the heavier cannons.

“What good will that do?” I asked. “Unless the giants are next to our ship, how will we hit them?”

“Anthro’s Fire has enough power, Master Max,” said Cinn with a wink.

I recalled the battle in which balls of different colored fire had rained down on the Twilight Army approaching the Ice Palace. How did he shoot from the Pig that far into the bay? It was a question that hadn’t occurred to me until that moment.

I could feel the vibration of the winch hauling up the anchor. The sails dropped and immediately caught the wind. Piers turned the wheel away from the dock and into the bay. At the far end of the bay was a narrow passage between two sheer walls of ice. It was there that Piers pointed the ship.

Ice chunks the size of small houses splashed in the water near the dock, but nowhere near as the Pig sailed faster across the bay. The air was frigid, and I pulled my wool cloak around me. A few weeks before, the cold air would have burned and welted my skin. I would not have lasted for long on the deck, but since using my magic, my skin condition seemed to vanish.

My magic stirred in my belly and under the skin of my arms and hands. I was ready to strike out at enemies if they were near, but I wasn’t sure how effective I would be at any long-range attack.

Mesha stood beside me, wrapped in a coat she had been given at the Ice Palace before we left. It was light blue stained leather, with soft white rabbit fur at the sleeves and neck. Even so, she shivered in the frigid air.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go below? It is warmer down there, especially in the galley,” I offered.

“I’ll be alright,” Mesha replied with half a grin.

The only sound was the waves as the Pig sliced through the water and a rumpling noise of sails being pushed by the arctic wind. Light dimmed as we neared the mammoth ice walls. I wondered how we were going to make it through the channel, as it looked so narrow.

“Captain,” shouted Sirio. “Above on the right. Do you see it?”

Cinn pointed his spyglass toward the top of the wall. “Aye, I see them. The ice giants be waitin’ on us to try to pass. Man the cannon!”

It had to be at least a hundred feet to the top of the wall. I didn’t have a glass to look through, but I could see some dark shapes moving like ants on a log.

“Are you sure you can hit them that far up?” I asked.

“Aye, Master Max, it is a bit of distance, but we be out of choices. They will be waiting to drop some ice boulders on us, and I doubt the Pig would withstand it. We need to get as close as possible and try to hit ‘em.”

I didn’t share in Cinn’s optimism, but there was little I could do. Cinn handed me his spyglass without saying a word. Three giants looked down at us with twisted faces. Their eyes were not in a line, and their teeth protruded almost like tusks from their mouths. They were bald, with large ears and gnarled noses. Each held a large, jagged ice chunk, ready to end our voyage.

Sirio had climbed down from the crow’s nest and carried a torch and a round sack in his hand. Olmec, the ship’s healer, prepared the swivel cannon by jamming gunpowder with a long stick, and then he rammed the sack on top of it.

Sirio aimed the cannon with its wooden handle as far up and to the right as he could. The deck prevented the bottom of the cannon from moving any higher. The cannon was made to shoot straight, not up, so I worried the angle wouldn’t be steep enough.

“Captain Cinn, I don’t think you’ll be able to hit the top of the wall. The angle is all wrong.”

Cinn stroked his beard a few times, looking from the wall to cannon. “Piers, I’ll take the wheel. Go and cut a hole in the deck so the back of the cannon doesn’t stop it from shooting upward.”

“Aye, Captain,” said Piers.

Cinn blew his whistle three times.

“Drop the sails. We need to coast in,” commanded Cinn.

The crew moved and untied the rigs. Piers’s muscles bulged as he cut into the hard deck wood. It didn’t take long to make a hole big enough for the swivel cannon’s rear to hang in. It could now aim straight up without being impeded by the deck.

“Steady now, crew,” said Cinn. “On my call, you need to pull those lines. We need to make it through that channel quickly.”

I began to understand Cinn’s plan, but I still wasn’t sure the cannon had the power to reach all the way to the top of the wall where the ice giants waited.

“Hold steady,” said Cinn. Sharp spears of ice jutted from the walls of the channel and out of the water from below. It was even tighter than I had imagined. The ice palace was protected from large fleets coming in and invading. The Saucy Pig wasn’t a tiny vessel. It was meant to house a few dozen crew members and a lot of spice in its hold. I knew that the Pig had already made it into the bay once, but that was without giants dropping boulders on it.

The bowsprit breached the passageway between the ice walls at the ship’s bow when Cinn shouted, “Hoist the sails! Sirio, take aim.”

I held my breath. Shouts and grunts echoed in the passage as the giants leaned over to drop their ice chunks.

“Fire!” yelled Cinn.

A gout of fire erupted from the cannon as Sirio lit the fuse. A yellow and orange ball of flame rose to meet the giants above, but I could tell it wasn’t going to make it without a bit of a push.

“It’s not going to make it,” I said.

“It will, ye’ll see,” said Cinn.

I raised my hands and released the magic that was waiting there. In my mind, I pushed my power toward the ball of flame. I could tell it struck because the fireball expanded to twice its size and shifted to a sickly green color. Screams rolled down the passage as the flaming ball struck the ice just below the giants.

“I guess ye be right, Master Max,” admitted Cinn. “It wasn’t gonna make it.”

“Oh no!” Mesha shouted.

Giants and ice tumbled towards the Pig. I hadn’t saved us. I had doomed us.

Cinn spun the wheel hard to the right, and the sounds of cracking ice and splintering wood filled the air.

“Catch the wind!” Cinn shouted. The impact of the ship and the wall knocked Mesha and me to the deck. An ice giant body struck the foremast and bounced into the water. Two other bodies splashed into the water behind us, as did the ice chunks.

“We made it!” cried Mesha.

A deep cracking sound rattled my bones. The sound spread and grew louder.

“Get the ship out of this channel and into the Ice Flows,” said Cinn. “Throw whatever ye can grab overboard. We need to move faster.”

The crew pushed barrels off the gangways and hauled boxes overboard. I was sure we would regret losing the limited stores on our voyage to Sanctus, but we needed to pick up speed.

“Look,” said Mesha as she pointed at the ice wall to our right. A wide crack moved toward the top of the wall, and another one seemed to follow the ship.

“Oh no,” I said. “Let’s help them!”

Mesha and I ran below deck. We grabbed boxes and sacks and threw them out of the portholes. Through the hull, the sound of cracking ice hurried us in our task. When there was nothing else to grab that would fit through the portholes, we ran back on deck. The ship vibrated as large slabs of ice broke off and crashed into space between the channel walls behind us.

We were almost through, and open sea lay ahead. I gripped the rail and closed my eyes. The ship pulled to the right, and I opened my eyes again.

The Pig cleared the end of the channel just as the ice wall split and closed the space behind us.


Chapter Two

IT HAD BEEN TWO DAYS SINCE our escape from Arctus. Mom laid asleep in Cinn’s bed while the captain slept down below with the crew of the Saucy Pig. I was still getting used to being a cabin boy for a notorious spice pirate. He was like the crazy uncle I never knew I wanted in my life—and his obsession with food was contagious.

Cinn consulted maps in the cabin while I did chores around the ship. The crew sang sea shanties as they swabbed the decks, coiled rope, and mended sails.

Mesha cleaned fish for the evening meal and smiled at me as I passed. I hadn’t known Mesha for long, but having her along for the journey was comforting, and I didn’t feel as lonely and scared. She had enough bravery and confidence for both of us.

I knocked lightly on the cabin door. Even though I stayed in the captain’s cabin with Mom, I still felt odd just walking in.

“You don’t have to knock, Master Max. Come in, boy,” said Captain Cinn with some mild irritation in his voice.

Cinn looked much like he did the day I met him in the docks of Paradisi. His tri-corner hat looked a little worn and bent. Somewhere, I couldn’t be sure where, he had lost the gold ring that he had worn on his beard. His long black coat was missing a couple of the silver buttons, and his sleeve required mending. His red and gold sash was muddied, as were his knee-length black boots. He looked tired and worn. Considering our battle with the Twilight Army and our escape from the Ice Giants, it wasn’t surprising.

Most of Captain Cinn’s cabin was set up as a kitchen. A clay water vessel with water droplets rolling down its side resided on the large table, which stretched next to a stove with a metal stovepipe that stuck out the roof for the smoke to escape. A desk and oversized chair crammed in the corner were covered in maps and navigation instruments. Hanging herbs and cabinets full of other dried plants and food filled the rest of the space.

Next to Cinn sat Piers, who was staring at a map spread across most of the table. I sat down and poured myself some of the Ice Flows water we had brought from Arctus. It had a slight blue color and was cold and delicious.

Mesha walked in and plopped down next to me.

“Ye see, Master Max, Mesha walks right in without knocking,” said Cinn. “She has made herself at home aboard the Pig, and she’s a stowaway.”

“You say the sweetest things, Cinn,” said Mesha as she bit into an apple plucked from a bowl.

Mesha's fearlessness amazed me. She left the streets of Shafara and gave up the life of a pickpocket and entertainer. If it weren’t for her bold nature, I would not have made it the night of the Spice Guild and harpy battle at the docks in Harsu. She wanted to get away from Shafara and had decided to become a Spice Pirate—mostly without anyone’s blessing.

“Hey Max,” said Mesha in a bright voice.

“Hey, Mesha,” I replied.

Piers looked down at me with a slight frown. “Are you feeling well, Max?”

“Yeah, I guess. I’m still tired and a little weak,” I admitted.

“I will cook you some bone broth tonight and some seed bread I prepared this morning. You will be right as rain,” said Cinn.

Captain Cinn had introduced me to many new foods and tastes I had never imagined even existed. My stomach gurgled a little at the thought of a meal prepared by him.

“Master Max, we need to decide where to go next,” Cinn said. “Our supplies be slim, and we be needing some repairs. Some of the ice broke through, and we be takin’ on bilge water. The crew be fillin’ in the holes as best they can with tar and patches, but we be needin’ to dry dock fer proper repairs.”

“What about Flint town?” I asked.

“Flint town may have supplies, but no dry dockin’ there. Besides, it would take us a bit of time to get through the Ice Flows. Winter be comin’, and all of this will be solid ice soon.”

“My dad said we needed to go to Sanctus because that is where Mom and I will be the safest,” I replied.

“Aye, but that be a long journey from here. Yer mom looks fine now—she  be breathing, and her skin be warm. But I’m not sure about the magic that be preserving her.”

Mom didn’t look sick or injured. Her breathing was slow and steady—she just wouldn’t wake up.

At night before turning in, I talked to her. I told her about my adventures since I had last seen her. I described my new friends and shared my desire to become a spice pirate. I even told her about my new powers and the evil Djinn with their desire to find the Midnight Jewel.

I asked her questions I knew she could not answer. What was I? Who was dad really? Were they secret pirates? What did she know about the Midnight Jewel? I had so many questions, and I couldn’t wait until she woke up and answered them all.

Her smile was something I missed a lot. Could she forgive me? I had found her, but I hadn’t saved her. The thought of her not waking up was not something I could bear.

“Maybe the Witch Queen could help us?” I offered.

“Aye, I thought of that, but that would put us close to the sultan’s reach. We have no idea where on the island the Twilight Army is or how much they have grown in numbers after we escaped. The last time we saw the Witch Queen, she and her harpies had their hands full. She might be locked away in that temple of hers and not let us in.”

Cinn was right; even if we did get to her, there was no guarantee the Witch Queen would help us. She did provide assistance in my finding my mom, but she had left out quite a few details, like, “Watch out for the giant glass whale; it might swallow you.”

“Why didn’t my dad break the spell? He is Agus the Just, one of the most powerful wizards ever.”

“Wizards and magic are mysterious things,” replied Piers. “What I do know is that there are limits and rules to magic. Maybe he didn’t have the power to break it, or perhaps his magic could not undo the Djinn’s curse. What I do know is that if your father could have broken the curse, he would have.”

“What else can we do then?” I asked. “Who can break the spell?”

“There is a place where we might find someone who can help heal your mother or perhaps break the spell she is under,” said Piers. Even after spending weeks at sea, I still knew very little about the giant man. The muscles in his arms looked as though they could tear a man in half, yet he was always kind to me. He was very intimidating to look at, with a shiny bald head and barrel chest. He rarely smiled, and he had a look that most rational men would run from. Quickly. It was not that he was mean, cruel, or openly hostile. It was that he just did not seem overly friendly. He kept the crew of the Saucy Pig in line. No one dared question his orders.

I gave Piers my full attention—any other choice would be folly.

“Where do you think we should go?” I asked.

“It is a small island called Plante de Vindecare,” Piers replied, pointing at an island on a map. “It is closer, and we can get more supplies and perhaps a better patch on the way.”

“I know that island,” said Cinn.

“There is a healer’s camp atop Mount Krades,” replied Piers.“They know healing and how to break curses better than anyone, and I believe they could help Bettina.”

Cinn stroked his beard a few times and looked out the large bay window facing the ship’s stern. We were still navigating the Ice Flows, and so progress was slow. There were huge chunks of floating ice, and unseen ice below could tear the ship’s hull in half. We couldn’t risk any more holes.

Cinn began speaking, more to himself than anyone at the table. “Aye, there be some pirate-friendly islands on the way. It’s still in the direction of Sanctus. It should take three…no, two days to reach the northern Spice Islands…Perhaps less. If we catch the tides and wind just right, we won’t sink or starve to death.”

He stroked his beard a couple more times and then placed his hands on the table to look directly at me.

“Well, Master Max, while I may be the captain of the Saucy Pig, this is your call. This is your mother’s life. I don’t know much ‘bout Plante de Vindecare, but I do know Piers. If he be sayin’ it be the place we should go to help yer mother, then I trust his word.”

I looked over to Mesha. She looked me in the eye and slowly nodded.

“We have traveled far,” I said. “And we had some scary encounters along the way. I must find a way to break whatever curse the Djinn has her under. My vote is Plante de Vindecare.”

There was a collective sigh of relief by everyone at the table. We had a plan. I prayed to the six sea gods that it worked.

“Ye heard the boy, tell the men there will be no shore leave when we restock. We do our business and leave as soon as the ship is stocked and ready to sail.”

“Yes, Captain.” Piers stood up and left the cabin.

I turned to Mesha, who had been unusually quiet.

“Do you still want to go on this adventure with us?” I asked. “It could get dangerous. We are wanted pirates with bounties on our heads.”

She laughed a little and said, “Those bounties are now on my head as well. I go where you do. I want to see this to the end.”

I smiled back. “I am happy to hear that.”

I looked out the large window, and the shadows were growing long across the patches of ice. I didn’t know what was in store for us, but I felt like the sea gods were smiling on me, as I had great friends to help me along the way.


Chapter Three

AS THE SUN ROSE, I was hard at work scrubbing the deck with a brush. It was my morning chore, and I was still expected to fulfill my duties as Cinn’s cabin boy. I didn’t mind the scrubbing as it cleared my mind.

Sirio called from the crow’s nest, “Hawk on the horizon.”

I dropped my brush and ran to the poop deck, where Cinn looked through his spyglass made of two large crystal balls wrapped in a leather tube. My father had a brass one made with flat, polished lenses. Cinn’s made objects look distorted, but they did the job just fine.

“What’s going on?” I asked. Cinn passed his glass to Piers.

“It be a giant hawk. I suspect it be Abad’s,” replied Cinn.

Prince Abad was the Sultan’s son. He had helped us in the Niman jungle, but he had also promised that he would come to collect Cinn and return him to his father to answer for his crimes against the Spice Guild when the conflict was over.

“Do you think Abad has found us?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” said Cinn. “We’d be seein’ the Golden Viper before his hawk. The hawk be his spy and would not be seen so easily.”

“Captain,” reported Piers. “Abad’s hawk is swooping down to land on the Pig.”

Cinn cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Sirio, do you see any ships?”

“No, captain,” Sirio shouted back.

“Well, we shall see what happens,” said Cinn. “Perhaps there be a roasted hawk on the menu tonight.”

I scrunched my nose at the thought of eating a hawk; I imagined it to be stringy and tasteless.

Within a few moments, the largest hawk I had ever seen landed on the ship’s wheel. It was twice the size of an average hawk, and its wingspan was that of a harpy. Its feathers were the color of a raven’s, and it had a bright orange beak. Its eyes were a golden color, and they were staring right into me. I stepped closer to Piers.

The hawk raised one of its legs, and I could see a cylinder tied to it. Piers reached for it, and she snapped her sharp beak at his hand before he could get close. Her gaze never left me.

“It seems Abad’s hawk has a message for you, Master Max.”

“For me?” I gulped. “That thing’s beak looks like it could snatch my fingers off with one snap.”

The hawk ruffled its feathers and made a loud squawk.

“That is no ordinary hawk, Max,” said Cinn. “Her name is Eleepo, and she don’t like bein’ called a thing. She be very smart and can understand words. So be careful what ye say around her. She be connected to Abad in a way I don’t understand, but I believe he can speak to her somehow. But ye be correct, she could snap yer fingers off, so I’d take it slow.”

I took a big breath and slowly blew it out. “I am sorry, Eleepo. You are a very majestic hawk, and I was wrong for calling you otherwise.” I extended my hand. “I am just going to untie that message tube from your leg.”

Eleepo turned her head to and fro as if to get a better look at me. She then lowered her head, and as I reached out slowly, she nudged my hand. I stroked her soft, downy feathers a few times.

Thank you, Max. You honor me, said a voice in my head. I hopped back in surprise.

“Did you hear that?” I asked.

“Hear what?” asked Cinn.

“The…the voice…” I responded.

“We didn’t hear anything,” replied Piers.

Can you hear me? I asked in my mind. I had learned to talk to snow bears in this way but had no idea I could speak to other animals, too.

Yes, Max.

Can I talk to all animals now? I asked.

“Are you talking to Eleepo?” asked Cinn with a concerned voice.

“I think so,” I said.

I don’t know if you can talk to other animals, but I am no ordinary hawk. I am a Hierakes, and my clan lives in the high aeries on Middle Isle. We can communicate with other magical creatures and some humans born of magic, like Prince Abad.

“What’s she sayin’?” asked Cinn.

I shushed him, and his eyebrows raised.

“I’m trying to concentrate. I’ll tell you in a minute,” I replied.

Why are you here? I asked Eleepo.

My prince sent me to find you and to deliver you and only you a message.

What does it say?

I do not know, said Eleepo. I was just instructed to deliver it.

Eleepo offered her leg to me.

I reached over and took the cylinder. I unrolled the parchment inside as Eleepo preened her feathers.

Max,

I am happy to report that we pushed the Twilight Army back in the Niman Jungle, but at a high cost. Many good men and women perished, but we have pushed the Djinn beyond my mother’s barrier. We hope that we will be able to keep the Twilight Army away from the Koloran camp. I’m returning to the Jade Palace to report to my father that the Djinn are once again loose upon the world. I hope you have found your mother and that you are safe. I have sent Eleepo to watch over you because I do not trust your company of thieves and pirates. I owe your mother an outstanding debt, so you and your mother must be safe. I hope that we meet again under better circumstances. If you are still in the company of that rogue Captain Cinn, let him know I have not forgotten my promise—once this crisis is done, I will find him and bring him to justice. With Highest Regards, Prince Abad.


Chapter Four

I HANDED THE MESSAGE TO CINN, and after reading it, he chuckled.

“Well, I suppose I should be relieved that he is too busy now to hunt us,” said Cinn.

Do you know anything about my friends, Anya and Sal? I asked Eleepo.

I don’t know those names.

They were in the battle at the witch queen’s temple. Sal, she…has a third eye. She was injured, and we had to leave her and Anya behind, I said.

A true-seer? I didn’t know they still existed. Their kind were friends to the Hierakes. But, no, I do not know the fate of your friends.

“Are ye talking to Eleepo, again? What is she saying?” asked Cinn.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” I said and felt a pang of guilt for lying.

“Are ye sure, boy?” Cinn leaned in and looked at me closely.

“Yes, I am just worried about Sal and Anya, is all,” I admitted.

“Those two gals are tough, Master Max. I’m sure they found their way out of that mess,” said Cinn as he placed a hand on my shoulder. I shrugged it away.

“You heard Sal…she said it was her time. She said it was her day to die. She had seen it…with her eye. She said she was going to die,” I argued.

“I know what she said, but that doesn’t make it true. I don’t believe in our destinies being anchored. She even said when she looked at other people’s futures that they could change them. Why would her fate be different? Could it not change as well?”

I had not thought of it that way, and it gave me some comfort.

“If they did survive, I hope they are safe…and I hope to see them again.” I felt a lump in my throat.

“Aye, Max, but I’m not sure she feels the same about me,” said Cinn. “I’m not sure Sal is ever glad to see me.”

I chuckled a little. “You may be right about that.”

Max, now that I have delivered my prince’s message. I must find food. I will return by nightfall. I won’t be far, so you can always reach out to me, and I will hear you, said Eleepo. She stretched her enormous wings and took flight. Piers, Cinn, and I jumped back a little at the abrupt movement.

Mesha climbed the stairs to where we were standing, her eyes wide. “What was that?” she exclaimed.

“That is my new friend Eleepo. She is Prince Abad’s hawk…well, actually she is a Hierakes.”

“A what?” asked Mesha. She stared into the sky.

“Never mind, I’ll explain later,” I said. I turned to Cinn and Piers. “When will we arrive at our next destination?”

Cinn looked at Piers with an odd expression I couldn’t decipher.

“Three days to the isle of Nobles and then another four to Plante de Vindecare…so it be a week. I be sorry, Master Max,” said Cinn with his eyes downcast.

“A week? Why? I thought it would be just a few days. What happened?”

Cinn wouldn’t look at me.

“What the captain is trying to say is that Eleepo arriving at our ship means that the prince could be near. Our original path would have taken a few leagues from Shafara, but that would be too risky.”

“But Prince Abad said in his letter that he would deal with you after the conflict was over,” I replied.

“That be if ye trust him, which I don’t,” replied Cinn. “We must turn west toward the southern tip of the Western Isle, but that could be risky too. Not all the islands are friendly to Spice Pirates. If there be a bounty still on us, many people could turn us in for even greater favor from the Spice Guild. Several powerful families keep up a healthy demand for spice.”

“But my mom…I’m afraid for every day that she won’t last. Even you can’t assure me that she will be fine. We can’t delay!” I demanded. For the first time since the escape from Arctus, I felt the fiery serpent squirm in my gut. Magic had awakened in me since leaving my peaceful life living on a farm in Paradisi. It responded to intense emotions, and I had not perfected a way of controlling it. I did not want to hurt my friends, and so I began breathing deep breaths.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Max, try to be calm,” whispered Mesha into my ear. “They want to help your mom too, but I don’t think anyone will help her if we are captured and put into chains.”

“If she dies, it’s on you…Captain Cinn.” I stomped back to the deck. I walked straight to the captain’s cabin, where my mother slumbered. I slammed the door and ran to her.

“Mom, I don’t know what to do.” I felt tears threatening to break loose. “Cinn says it will take a week to reach Plante de Vindecare. But I’m not sure how long you will last. I need Dad, but he’s off fighting ice giants and Djinn. I miss you, Mom… oh, please come back to me.”

One of my tears splattered on her cheek. If I didn’t see her chest rise occasionally, I would have believed she was already dead. I took a few more breaths to compose myself.

“I met a Hierakes today. Her name is Eleepo. She is Prince Abad’s hawk. I wonder if you ever saw her. She is bigger than a beach eagle if you can believe that.”

Of course, Mom didn’t answer. She didn’t do anything.

“I was able to talk to her like I can with snow bears. It was amazing.”

The rhythm of her breathing never changed.

“Hang in there, mom. I will protect you for as long as I can from the Djinn and their army. I was able to shift into a monster cat and defeat one, but I am not sure I can do it again. I will fight for you as long as I can. But please, come back to me.”


[image: ]



Dinner was served promptly at sunset. We had been on the sea for five days, and this was the last chicken.

“Is that seven-spice chicken?” I asked Cinn as he cut pieces of the bird for Mesha and me and slid them onto our plates.

“Aye, Max, that be a good nose ye have there,” replied Cinn.

“Are you ever going to tell me what is in the spice blend?” I piled up potatoes and drowned them in pan gravy made with giblets from the chicken. It took Cinn most of the day to prepare.

“Oh my,” said Mesha. “This chicken is delicious.”

“I thank ye, miss,” Cinn said with a wink.

“Are you going to answer my question?” I pushed.

I felt guilty that other crew members were not enjoying the meal with us, but there was only one chicken. Piers promised to make his octopus stew—a crew favorite—and eat below with the crew.

“I thought my ignoring ye was me answer,” Cinn chuckled.

I smiled through my irritation.

“Why the special dinner, Captain?” I asked.

“Well…er…the last few days have been a little rough between us, so I wanted to make it up to ye a bit.” Cinn was right; the last few days had been strained between him and me.

“And…” Cinn added.

“And what?”

“This is not just the last chicken, Master Max. We are low on all our provisions, but fortunately, we will resupply tomorrow on an island port called Nobles. The bad news be I have had to switch course and add a day to our journey.”

I pushed my plate away from where I was sitting. The force was stronger than I had judged, and the plate clattered and broke on the floor next to Mesha. She yelped and jumped up.

“Max! What in the three seas?” exclaimed Mesha.

“I’m sorry…sorry,” I fumbled the broken plate shards as I tried to clean up and cut my thumb. Blood dripped on the table.

“By the six sea gods, why did you do that?” Cinn asked as he began opening jars and grabbing some rags.

“I didn’t mean to,” I said. “You just surprised me. I thought we’d be in Plante de Vindecare overmorrow.”

“Mesha, can ye clean the table while I fix up Max here?” asked Cinn.

“Yes, of course,” said Mesha as she bent to get the last shards of the plate and to wipe up my lost dinner.

“Hold your hand over the bowl and let me clean it,” said Cinn as he mashed up a black root with his mortar and pestle. There was a white gooey substance that smelled like sweaty feet.

“Ugh, are you going to put that on my hand? It reeks,” I complained. Cinn poured cold water over my thumb, and it bled more. He repeated the washing a couple more times.

“Ye’ll be glad I put some spider root on that cut. It be deep,” replied Cinn. “I know it doesn’t smell like peaches, but it will close that wound and keep it from turning bad.”

“Okay, I guess,” I said. Cinn applied the gooey substance, and it stung. “Ouch, that hurts.”

“Oh, quit yer bellyaching, Master Max,” said Cinn as he wrapped my hand with the rag.

“I’m sorry I overreacted about my mom. I feel helpless,” I admitted.

“She is still alive and does not appear to be in any pain,” replied Cinn.

“I think she is under a death curse. I read about it in The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. Death curses were put on leaders of the resistance during the first Djinn war. The Djinn would feed on the person’s life energy slowly. The victim couldn’t move or talk even though they knew what was being done to them. What if that is what King Farum did to Mom? What if he drained most of her life energy and held her on the edge of death to torture her?”

I walked over to where my mother was and slumped into the chair next to her. I took her hand. It was warm, which was reassuring.

“Master Max, I admit I don’t know what kind of spell she is under, but what I do know is that we need to resupply. Plante de Vindecare be a wild place; no trading posts there. We could try to trade with the native people, but they not be too friendly and are rather primitive. I be worried the Golden Viper be close. Ye might trust Eleepo, but I trust me gut. The prince sent his hawk to watch us until he be ready to drag us back to Harsu. Our best plan be to trade at Nobles. It be a small town on the easternmost spice island. We be in and out quick-like. Yer friend Linzy supplied us with a nice supply of northern black salt which will buy us whatever we need.”

“I just hope we make it Plante de Vindecare in time,” I said.

“Yer mom’s fate is in the hands of the six sea gods now, Master Max,” replied Cinn. “I will do me best to get us there if the seas be calm and the wind be willing.”


Chapter Five

ELEEPO WAS PERCHED on the Saucy Pig’s masthead. The oversized bird looked absurd, squatting on a pig with an apple in its mouth. I laughed a little as I approached.

Why do you sit there? I asked Eleepo. You look silly.

I sit here because I like the feel of the wind on my feathers, and I can also smell what lies ahead of us, replied Eleepo.

Where have you been the last couple of days? I asked. Since we altered our course toward Nobles, I was afraid that you would not be able to find us.

I will always be able to find you, Max, replied Eleepo. Your magic leaves a scent in the air that is easy to follow.

A smell? Like what? I raised my arm and sniffed. Eleepo chuckled in my mind.

Silly boy. It is not an ordinary scent that people can smell, only magical creatures such as myself.

I sniffed at the air but could not smell anything but sea air and fish from the morning’s meal.

Does that mean other magical creatures can track me? I gulped.

Yes, which is why I have been gone a couple of days to redirect a pod of glass whales off your scent.

I gripped the rail tightly. Did you say a pod of…of glass whales?

Yes, which is unusual this far south. They don’t usually leave the Ice Flows. They have been tracking you for some time. I tried to communicate with them, but all I got was the occasional chirp or moan. They were headed straight for your ship. It was like they were hunting you.

I did get eaten by a glass whale. It was rather unpleasant, but they don’t taste too bad when cooked.

You killed a glass whale? asked Eleepo. How did you do that?

I am not sure, I admitted. It swallowed me and then broke through the ice and killed itself.

That is unusual indeed, said Eleepo. She remained silent as the wind whipped and snapped the sails in an early morning breeze. Most of the crew was below preparing for docking.

If you couldn’t talk to them, how did you convince them to stop following me? I asked.

I took one of your shirts and flew it south, and dragged it through the water. I dropped it on the shore of a small island. It should keep them busy for a bit.

How did you get one of my shirts? I asked, confused. All my clothes were stowed in the captain's cabin with my mother’s. Before she could answer, Mesha walked onto the deck. She walked over to Eleepo and petted her head.

“Since when did you get friendly with Eleepo?” I asked.

“A girl can have her secrets,” replied Mesha..“Eleepo is a sweet bird, aren’t you, girl.”

Eleepo chirped a bit and preened herself.

“Captain Cinn wanted me to find you. He wants to change that bandage on your hand before we get to Nobles.”

I will see you later, Eleepo. I said, and she dipped her head once.

As we walked toward the cabin, I noticed the crew was somber and did not sing the cheerful tunes I had become accustomed to.

“What’s with the crew this morning?” I asked.

“One of the men, Yurio, died last night,” Mesha whispered. “No one heard or saw anything, but he was found in his bunk, dead. I overheard some of the crew saying he looked gray and wrinkled like he had aged overnight. The men see it as a bad omen. A curse.”

“That’s terrible,” I replied. “I don’t know about it being a curse, but the men are right in that it is a bad omen.”
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I sat in the cabin and waited for Cinn to grind up the spider root. I gagged a little.

“I’ll have you know that spider root is very expensive,” commented Cinn. “Each of those root balls is worth five pounds of salt.”

“Five pounds?” My eyes widened.

“Yes, but I can’t have ye get the black rot now, can I? Let me see what we have here this morning…”

He unwrapped the cloth from the previous night. Mesha stood next to Cinn with a clean cloth. Cinn poured cold, arctic blue water over my hand into a bowl. The spider root rinsed off easily, and the skin beneath was smooth and pink.

“Uh…what’s this?” Cinn tilted his head to the side. “Where be the cut? It was deep and jagged.”

Cinn turned my hand over and looked at it at different angles.

“Master Max? When ye started yer journey, yer skin would rash in the cold or even if you got it wet, but since we left the Ice Palace, ye haven’t complained once.”

“I noticed that too,” I admitted. “I don’t know what to make of it.”

“And now yer skin heals without even a hint of a scar… do ye think it be connected to yer magic?”

“That makes sense to me,” I said. “Perhaps the issue with my skin was connected with magic all along.”

“What do you mean?” asked Mesha.

“Before I left Paradisi, I never felt that magic power, but as soon as I met Cinn, it…woke up.”

“What does that have to do with yer condition?” asked Cinn.

“The more I use my power, the less my skin has bothered me. When I shifted into a snow bear, my condition vanished. When I shifted back into a human, I got a rash, but it was slower to form and much less severe. And since I turned into that cat thing at the Ice Palace, I haven’t noticed the rash at all. I believe my power was making me sick, and since I let it out, the magic doesn’t make me sick anymore.”

“That is great news, Max,” Mesha exclaimed as she gave me a big hug. My magic flipped around inside, like a snake doing somersaults. I caught my breath.

Mesha frowned. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, of course,” I lied. “I just missed breakfast, is all. And you know what Cinn says about skipping breakfast.”

“It’s a step closer to a terrible, horrible, and tasteless death…” mocked Mesha, and we both laughed.

“Very funny ye two. But if yer theory be right, and the magic was making ye sick, what is it doin’ to ye now? If ye can heal like that in a short amount of time, what are ye turning into?”

“I…I’m not sure.”

Mesha grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the door. “Whatever it is, I am sure it will be wonderful. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to take Max down below and see if there is anything left from breakfast before we dock.”

“That be a grand idea,” said Cinn. Next to the door was a sack full of small clay jars and sachets. Just like he had prepared when we fought the Spice Guild in Shafara and narrowly escaped.

“Are you preparing for a fight, Captain Cinn?”

Cinn looked at the sack. “Oh, that? Master Max, ye will learn ye can never be over-prepared.”
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The town of Nobles was nestled at the foot of a volcano. High above the crystal clear bay, white plumes floated about the summit. The bay was almost perfectly round with a narrow passage between large volcanic rocks that jutted upward out of the water. There was a long white beach that stretched in both directions beyond the bowl of the bay.

“Do they worry that the volcano will erupt and cover them in lava?” I asked Cinn as we slowed our speed into the bay.

“Legend has it that the original settlers of this town made a deal with the fire goddess, Baelia, that she would never destroy their city. In exchange, they must make a sacrifice to her every autumn.”

“You mean, throw a person into the volcano?”

“Well, ye don’t think they’d jump in all by themselves, do ye?”

“That’s horrible,” I replied.

“That’s the will of the gods, Master Max,” said Cinn.

I shivered a little, thinking of being pushed into a live volcano. Piers joined us at the bow.

“Captain, you know they have not pushed anyone into that volcano for at least a hundred years,” said Piers. “Every year, they have a festival to celebrate their luck and take fruits and bread in the shape of people and throw that in instead.”

“I know, but I loved seeing that expression on the boy’s face.”
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The sky was a bright blue, and seagulls cawed as they hovered above us. Eleepo spread her wings, soared upward, and snatched a seagull in her massive beak. She flew off toward the sea behind us.

Where are you going? I asked Eleepo, but there was no reply. My power moved in my gut.

“Turn around,” I said as I ran toward the poop deck.

“What? What do ye mean?” said Cinn behind me.

“There is something not right,” I said as I dashed toward the quarter deck.

“Max, slow down,” said Cinn. Piers was at the wheel navigating us toward the docks. I grabbed the wheel and yanked it. The Pig lurched to one side.

“Max, stop,” said Piers as he pulled me from the wheel. “You’ll wreck the ship. There are shallow shoals on each side of us. They will tear into the hull.”

I released the wheel. “You must get us out of here. It’s a trap.”

There was a loud popping sound behind us. The railing next to us exploded into a spray of wood.

“Captain,” yelled Sirio. “Guild cruiser closing on us fast.”

There was another popping sound. This time, Piers grabbed me and pulled me to the deck. Part of the mainmast cracked, and its sail tumbled to the deck.

“Get Max out of here and prepare the men to be boarded,” said Cinn. “I hope they stopped using their cannons, or there won’t be much use for a surrender.”

“Surrender?” I pulled out of Piers’ grasp. “We can’t surrender! What about my mom? We have to get out of here.”

“Max, we can’t. There not be enough room to bring the Pig around, and even if we could, we be heading straight into a Spice Guild fully armed cruiser. Now be a good lad, go to yer mother, and lock the cabin. I would tell ye not to come out, but ye never listen to me anyway. Now go!”

There was another pop, but the cannonball splashed into the water on the port side of the ship. The cruiser was in the bay now and, turning broadside, revealed multiple gunports with cannon muzzles pointed toward us. On the bow was the swivel cannon that had been shooting at us. Those were warning shots.

I ran down to the cabin. Mesha was inside, picking up pots and canisters from the floor.

“What is going on up there?” she demanded. “Your mom almost rolled out of bed.”

I closed the door and put the bar across it to barricade us in. My power was awakening, and I could feel the heat rising up my neck.

“It’s a Spice Guild Cruiser. Eleepo turned us in,” I said.

“No, I don’t believe it. Eleepo is good. She helped you get away from those glass whales.”

“What…I never told you about that…” I started.

“Never mind that now,” said Mesha with a dismissive wave of her hand. “What are we going to do?”

“Cinn plans on surrendering,” I replied, “but I need to save my mom. We need to get out of here.”

Out of the back bay window, I could see the cruiser with its cannons ready.

“We could swim for it,” I suggested. I looked around the room for something to tie to my mother to help her keep afloat.

“Brilliant,” said Mesha with the corner of her mouth curled up. “If we don’t drown, then what? Are you going to swim all the way to Plante de Vindecare?”

I shrugged my shoulders. I needed a better plan. “I could use my magic. I could blast the cruiser and its crew.”

“Even if you could—do you really want to kill all those people? We’d be executed on sight wherever we went. Right now, they want a surrender, or we’d be at the bottom of the bay.”

I crossed my arms and defiantly said, “Fine…fine…then what’s your plan?”

“Surrender,” Mesha said quietly.

“That’s it? Surrender? Then what happens to my mother? If we get locked up or dragged back the Jade Palace, she is as good as dead.”

Max, she is right. You need to surrender peacefully, said Eleepo in my head. It’s for your own good.

Where are you, you traitorous bird? I replied. This is all your fault. By the six sea gods, you will pay for this.

Max, I was sent to protect you, replied Eleepo. Not harm you. Prince Abad sent word that you were to be detained in Nobles. He is coming to get you and your mother. Some of the most powerful healers work for his father, the Sultan. They can protect you and your mother.

The serpent inside me was radiating heat, and I was beginning to sweat. Mesha walked toward the door.

“No,” I said. “Don’t do it. We can come up with a better plan. Prince Abad is on the way—he intends on taking us back to the Jade Palace.”

“I know, Max.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

Mesha looked at her feet.

“Because…Eleepo is speaking to me too.”


Chapter Six

MY HEAD WAS SPINNING. “You can hear Eleepo?”

“Yes.”

I began pacing. Sweat was running down the back of my neck. I felt like any minute, cannon shot would come through the windows. We had one swivel cannon but no shot to load. Even if we did, we would be no match for a Spice Guild cruiser. My magic was becoming uncomfortable, and I needed to release it in some direction soon. Unfortunately, Mesha’s confession made it hard to contain.

“How long have you been talking to her? And why didn’t you tell me?”

“She…made me swear not to tell you,” replied Mesha. “Please hear me out.”

“I’d love to have a long conversation, but right now, we have a dozen cannons aimed at us, and our captain is about to surrender, so you might want to give me the short version.”

Sweat was now beading up on my head. I needed air; I needed to escape. I couldn’t take another betrayal in my life. Everyone I cared for held a secret from me, and now Mesha.

“I didn’t even know I could talk to her until I heard her voice for the first time,” said Mesha. “Please stop that pacing and sit down. If Cinn is going to surrender, it will take a few minutes to communicate that and for them to secure our ship.”

“Secure the ship. I need to hide our provisions.” I tapped on the sidewall, and there was a space behind it. Usually, it was full of cheeses, meats, and other treats that Cinn wanted to hide, but it was bare except for a half-eaten Summer Isle sausage. I picked up some rarer herbs that Cinn had told me about and began putting them into the secret space.

“Are you going to let me finish telling you what happened?” asked Mesha as she sat down on the bench.

“Keep talking… we need to hide as much as we can. If we can escape, we’ll need all the provisions we can save.” I added a jug of water and a cheese wheel to the stash, but there was not much more room.

“Eleepo told me I had magic in me, but I didn’t know what she was talking about, and she never really explained it. She told me you were in danger—that a pod of three glass whales was in pursuit. She said that the best way to protect you was to get you to Prince Abad.”

I closed the wall panel and spun to face Mesha. “So you want us to surrender too?”

“It’s not what you think, Max. I wanted you to be safe.”

I looked around for rope that I could use to make into a sling for my mother.

“You say you care, and this is how you show it, by betraying me…by betraying the crew? You said you wanted to be a pirate, yet you have doomed us all.”

I looked out the window and saw three longboats rowing toward the ship from the cruiser. We were running out of time.

“You can stay here with your new friends, but I am going to get off this ship, and anyone who gets in my way had better be careful.” I opened the sea chest at the foot of my mother’s bed and pulled out the white snow bear coat stored there. I pulled the skin over my shoulders. Annalinda, the wife of the new chief of the snow bear tribe, had allowed me to keep her brother’s hide. I was able to shift into the form of a snow bear while wearing it, but I had not tried to since leaving Arctus. Still, I had confidence that I could, and I would be formidable in that form.

“Max, no, please don’t do this,” Mesha pleaded. She tried to take my hand, but I pulled it away.

“You kept secrets from me, Mesha,” I said sternly. “I can’t trust you right now. I have to get to Plante de Vindecare. Nothing can get in the way of that, or my mother could die.”

A tear rolled down Mesha’s cheek. “I do know what it feels like to lose my mother. I was six when my mother was torn from me on the streets of Shafara. She was caught stealing some fruit from one of the stands, was taken to the dungeons beneath the palace, and was never seen again.” Mesha wiped tears from her eyes. “I…was willing to make a deal with them so that I did not have to feel the pain of losing you too, Max.”

“Right now, I have to get my mother to safety,” I replied. There was no time to argue, even though I was hurt by her betrayal. I began wrapping ropes around my mother and the sheets beneath her. I would have to drag her, but as a snow bear, it would not be too hard. Getting her off the ship would be tricky.

“Max, you are risking her life more by trying to fight the Guild’s men.” Mesha walked over to the window, pointing. “That ship will not hesitate to sink the Saucy Pig and its crew to the bottom of the bay. Eleepo promised neither you nor your mother would be harmed.”

“So you are taking the word of a hawk?” I said as I leaned over to strengthen the knots. “I’m sure you were…”

I couldn’t finish my sentence because something hard struck my head, and everything went black.
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My head hurt so much when I woke that I turned over and vomited. It was painful to open my eyes, but the room I found myself in was mercifully dim. I blinked a few times to adjust my vision and make sure I didn’t vomit again. I felt the back of my head, and there was a large knot there.

“Are you okay, Max?” asked Mesha, stepping out of the shadows into the one beam of light that shone through a barred window. I was on a bench, which was the only thing in the room. On the far wall was a door with a small barred window in the top, and there was also a high barred window on the opposite wall.

“No, I’m not okay,” I spat. “You hit me…hard.”

“You’re welcome,” said Mesha standing over me. “I probably saved your life and your mother’s. You might have taken the men out from those longboats, but the cruiser would have finished us. Even if you made it to shore by some favor of one of the sea gods, more Guild guards were waiting. We had no chance of getting away.”

“What do you mean?” I asked as I slowly sat up. The pain in my head radiated all the way to my arms.

“If you had just listened to me. Eleepo told me what was going to happen. The cruiser has been following us for at least a day. They waited until we entered the bay to make their move. Eleepo told me that there were two other cruisers out there. Even the famed Saucy Pig couldn’t outrun them all.”

“You don’t know that,” I argued. “Cinn has been evading the Guild Armada for years. He could have handled them.”

“No, Max, he couldn’t. Before, he was just a nuisance to the Guild and the crown. Now there is a price on his head and that of his men. They don’t mean to bring him back for justice; they will execute him on sight. They would have blown us out of the water on the open sea.”

“How do you know all of this?” I asked, even though I was sure of the answer.

“Eleepo,” Mesha replied quietly.

“You believed everything that Eleepo told you. Did you ever consider that they used you to help set their trap? I was the biggest threat with my magic, and you played right into them.”

I instantly regretted what I said as I saw the hurt reflected in Mesha’s face. She was trying to help me, but we were in a mess even with her good intentions.

“I’m sorry…it’s just… I need to get my mom out of here,” A pang of panic hit my chest. “Where is she?”

I stood up and fell to my knees, and the room spun around me. Mesha was right at my side and helped me back to the bench.

“I might have…uhh…hit you a little harder than I thought I did,” Mesha apologized.

I took a moment to close my eyes and prayed I didn’t vomit again. “Where is she?”

“The mayor of Nobles took her to his home,” said Mesha. “He assured Cinn that she would be safe and well cared for.”

“And the crew? Cinn? Where are they?”

“They were taken to shore with us.” Mesha gently stroked my hair. “I have not seen them since they separated us.”

“How long have I been out?” I tried to open my eyes. The room was swimming, so I lay back down.

“A few hours.” Mesha looked out the small window. “It looks close to sunset now.”

“What happens next?” I asked.

“I don’t know. After the men came aboard and Cinn surrendered, I stopped hearing from Eleepo.”

I reached out in my mind, Eleepo, you lying bird, answer me. I waited, but there was nothing.

“She’s not answering me either,” I replied. “What do you think happened?”

“I don’t know…truly. She told me that we all would be held aboard the ship until Abad arrived, but something changed. When the men began putting us in the longboats, Eleepo said she needed to find out what was going on, and then I heard nothing.”

“So being locked up in a cell was not part of the plan?” I asked sarcastically.

“No, Max. We were supposed to wait aboard the Saucy Pig. When Abad arrived, he was supposed to take you, your mom, and me with him and then let the Saucy Pig go.”

“Just like that? The prize of the Sultan and the Spice Guild would be given permission to leave? You really believed that?”

Abad had treated me well and had allowed us to escape the battle at the Witch Queen’s temple, but he also vowed that he would eventually have Cinn locked up. Once he saw what happened at the docks in Shafara, I doubt he would be so generous. The palace guard had been walloped by the harpies, and the boardwalk was a pile of splintered wood from the boulders that bombarded it.

“I did believe it. Eleepo already saved you once. She took your shirt that I gave to her to draw the glass whales away.”

“So it was you? I wondered how Eleepo got my shirt,” I replied.

“She was going to help us, Max. I felt it inside. I can’t really explain it. She was right, though—Cinn and the crew of the Saucy Pig are being hunted, and we are not safe with them right now. We are much safer with Abad.”

“I don’t know how you can say that after what the Guild did to your mother.” As soon as the words came out, I knew I shouldn’t have brought it up.

“Yes…what they did was terrible, and one day I will make them pay for it. But you are…like my family now. I wanted to do whatever I could to protect you.”

I took a few deep breaths, and as long as I didn’t move for a while, I believed I would be fine. Besides, there was nowhere to go. We were in a locked cell with no idea where my mother and crew were.

“None of it matters now,” I said. “My mom is gone. Cinn and the crew are probably dead. I may as well accept that we are done. I have failed, and soon the Djinn and their terrible army will rise up and destroy everything. I may as well just lie here and let them come. I deserve it for my failure.”

“Max, don’t give up. Abad will be here soon, and he will help. You just have to believe,” said Mesha.

“No, he won’t,” said a male voice that I recognized, but I wasn’t sure where it was coming from.

“Thomas? Thomas Alba? Is that you? Where are you?” I asked. Both Mesha and I were on our feet, looking around the small room.

“Yes, it’s me, Max. I’m outside your window.”

Mesha and I moved to the barred window. It was just above our heads, and the bars were close together. Fingers wiggled between the bars.

“Oh, thank the six sea gods,” I said with relief. “Can you get us out of here?”

“Not quite yet,” said Thomas. “But we’re working on a plan.”

“We?” I asked.

“Yes, there are few of us from your dad’s crew here in Nobles,” replied Thomas.

“Who is this man?” asked Mesha in a suspicious tone.

“It’s Thomas Alba. He was my dad’s first mate. I had assumed he had perished when the glass whale swallowed their ship.”

“It was close, Max,” added Thomas. “If it weren’t for your father, we would have all perished.”

Mesha didn’t look impressed. Her arms were crossed, and she was frowning.

“You said you had a plan, Thomas?” I asked.

“I said we were working on one. We heard you were captured along with some Spice Pirates,” said Thomas. “I almost couldn’t believe it until just now. And no offense Miss, but Abad is not coming to help you. He tried to have Max’s father and his crew executed. I doubt he will show much mercy to his son.”

“Much has happened, and I can understand why Mesha believes he would help us, but like you, I am not sure. He did have his men shoot cannonballs at our ship and then had us locked up. Not a very friendly gesture.”

Mesha said nothing. Her frown deepened.

“My mom…have you heard anything about my mom?” I asked.

Thomas’s fingers vanished, and there was silence for a few moments.

“Thomas…Thomas, are you there?” I asked.

“Maybe he left,” said Mesha. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to…”

“I’m back,” said Thomas in a whisper. “A guard was patrolling, so I needed to hide for a minute. To answer your question—yes, I’ve seen her. She is at the mayor’s house. Mayor Tallifer is an odd bird. I’m not sure why he does anything, except it is usually in his own self-interest. If he has your mom, then there is a reason—I’m just not sure what it is. The pirates are being held in cages outside of town.”

I wasn’t sure of Thomas’s feelings about Spice Pirates and whether he would help them escape with me. The Spice Pirates were the sworn enemies of the Spice Guild. Robert and my father piloted the Guild ship taking spices to and from Harsu to the various kingdoms that not only could afford such a luxury but who were in good favor with the sultan. I had learned that my father was friends with Captain Cinn and his crew, but I still didn’t know his level of involvement or if my father’s crew also were covert pirates.

“You know that my ship is the Saucy Pig—a Spice Pirate vessel?” I tested the waters.

“I know Captain Cinn very well. He helped your father handpick his crew from people he could trust. If we were ever found out, we would be executed on the spot, so we needed people who worked for the Guild but were loyal to your father’s and Cinn’s cause.”

I sighed a big breath of relief. “So you will help me get them free as well?”

“Yes, but we need to come up with a plan fast. We need to be gone before Abad arrives. There are too many guards at the moment. I will return at nightfall when the shift changes, and we can plan then.”
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“Are you out of your mind?” asked Mesha. “If we try to escape, they will kill us all. If you just wait, Abad will come and take you and me somewhere safe and get help for your mom. Why don’t you trust me?”

“I don’t trust Abad. He imprisoned my father on the poisonous rumors of a snake in his court. My father was trying to prevent a war, and Abad was protecting himself. I don’t trust his motives. Did you know his mother is the Witch Queen?”

“What?” Mesha’s eyes went wide.

“Yes, his mother is the Witch Queen, and the harpies are his sisters.”


Chapter Seven

MESHA AND I SAT DOWN on the bench. I could tell the news shocked her, although I assumed that she had heard something while we were sailing the past couple of weeks.

“I found out when we were at the Witch Queen’s temple. The harpies refer to him as a brother. That makes them cousins.”

Mesha pulled at a lock of her hair and twirled it around her finger. It was a sign she was thinking deeply about what I had told her.

“Just because his mother is the Witch Queen doesn’t mean he is evil,” she said finally. “She is your…aunt, and you aren’t evil. Abad has been fighting the Djinn and Twilight Army. They are the real enemy.”

“I don’t think he is evil, Mesha,” I replied. “I just don’t trust him. My mission is to save my mom, and Cinn and his crew are my best chance at doing that. When Abad arrives, he will have them put into chains and more than likely sink the Saucy Pig.”

Mesha looked at the floor. “I…I’m sorry. I really thought I was doing the right thing, and now we are in a real mess. And your mom…she’s…”

I placed my hand on Mesha’s arm. “It’s okay. I’ve been too hard on you. I’m not used to having close friends. I had a few friends back home, but I didn’t get to be with them often. I’m sorry I have been cross with you; I’m just worried about my mom.”

“I understand…and I did hit you over the head, so you do have the right to be a little angry at me.”

I grinned at her as I rubbed my sore scalp.

“I did a great job getting us in here,” Mesha said. “Do you have a plan for getting us out?”

“I believe I do.”
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Mesha and I formulated a plan when the door to the cell swung open. Two guards from the Spice Guild walked in with another man dressed in a dark blue jacket and ruffles down the front of his shirt. He wore a round bowl-shaped hat with a bright red plume sticking from it.

“You two can leave us,” said the man in a thick accent I did not recognize. His words emanated from the back of his throat and sounded like he had a mouth full of food.

The two guards looked at each other with confused expressions.

“You two can go,” repeated the man. “You’re dismissed.”

The guards nodded and locked the door behind them.

“They can be so…clingy,” said the man. He walked over to the bench, took out a kerchief, and wiped a space to sit down. I did not see any dirt on the bench, but the man had scrunched his nose.

“I know this is a jail cell, but does it have to be so dusty?” the man asked. Mesha and I looked at each other, and she looked as confused as I felt. I was unsure whether I was supposed to answer his question.

“Ah…no matter. Let me introduce myself; my name is Tallifer. I am the mayor of Nobles.”

I stepped forward and grabbed the man’s coat. “You have my mother. You need to release her immediately.”

Tallifer gasped. “Now…now boy… this is no way to introduce yourself.”

“I have a feeling you know who I am,” I spat. “You have my mom, and I want her back. You need to release my crew and me. Savvy?”

My power emerged quickly within, and heat radiated all over my body. Tallifer grinned.

“Boy, I wouldn’t make the mistake of using magic against me,” Tallifer warned.

“First, I am not a boy. I am nearly fourteen years old—practically a man.”

The fire serpent moved in my belly and was ready to strike. Tallifer was still wearing a grin, which infuriated me.

“This is my last warning,” I said. “I have great power, and you will regret crossing me.”

“And this is my last warning, cub,” said Tallifer. “You need to stand down, or you will be the one with regret.”

“Max, perhaps you should wait and hear him out.” Mesha placed her hand on my arm.

“No,” I snapped. “He’s our way out, and he has my mother. We can’t delay.”

I directed my magic through my body and out of my hands, and I was immediately thrown back by a force unseen. I crashed into the back wall. It was as if a giant hand had slapped me. The temperature in the room began to rise, and sweat ran down my back.

“Are you okay?” said Mesha as she offered her hand.

“I think so,” I replied. “What happened?”

“You just flew across the room. I didn’t see what did it.”

Tallifer walked back to the bench and sat down. He took off his hat, and his eyes glowed with a red flame. Waves of heat distorted my sight as I witnessed Tallifer shift into a woman. She was tall with black skin and bright red hair. Her eyes continued to flicker with flames.

“What…what are you?” I asked.

“Until you decided to try to hit me with your magic, I was Tallifer, the humble mayor of Nobles, but you forced my hand.”

“Who are you now?” asked Mesha.

“I am Baelia, the Sea Goddess of Fire.”

Mesha pushed in close to me, and I put my arm around her.

“I’m sorry,” I said in a humble tone. “If I knew I was in the presence of one the sea gods, I would have never…”

Baelia chuckled. “Of that, I am sure.”

“What are you doing pretending to be a man?” I asked.

Mesha tugged my arm and whispered, “Stop asking her questions… you don’t want to make her any angrier than she already is.”

“She is quite right,” said Baelia, “I could just snap my fingers like this…”

I cringed, ready for a spout of fire to appear and turn us to ash. I closed my eyes, not wanting to see my imminent death. I heard the snap of her fingers and braced for it. And nothing happened.

When I opened my eyes, there was a table covered in tropical fruits and sliced ham. Baelia was laughing and slapping her knee.

“Ohhh…my, oh my…was that funny,” said Baelia. “I wish you could have seen you cowering. Your friend there at least didn’t close her eyes.”

I looked at Mesha, and she shrugged.

“Come, you two. Eat. We have little time, and we need to discuss some things.”

The food looked delicious, but I had heard many tales from my mom about accepting food and drink from the gods. Sometimes you lost your memory of who you were, and sometimes you became a goat. Mesha went to reach for the food, and I grabbed her wrist and shook my head. Her lip stuck out in a pout.

“I think we will pass on the food,” I said.

“Suit yourself,” Baelia said, and with another snap of her fingers, the food was gone. “You want to get to business. I respect that.”

“Will you let my mother go?” I asked. “We have done nothing wrong. Captain Cinn only came here to trade for food, and we were attacked. I thought it was safe in Nobles.”

“It is very safe in Nobles,” Baelia replied. “This is my island. I control everything—the tide, the weather, the volcano. There is no safer place. But, you are wanted by Prince Abad, and he and I struck a deal. Usually, I honor my agreements. But this time, I cannot.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We were given a message from Prince Abad’s hawk that you would be arriving here, and the Guild had a cruiser nearby that would detain you. I was offered a handsome reward to hold you until he arrived and was given specific instructions not to harm you.”

The room was a furnace, and sweat stung my eyes. Even though I didn’t seem a match for a sea goddess, I felt my magic power building again.

“If you are breaking your deal, is it your intention to harm us?” I asked.

“Are you still here, in one piece? I wouldn’t have hesitated—I would have killed you the second you landed. I shan’t hurt you, but I do intend on handing you and your crew over to the prince. But not your mom.”

“Why?” I demanded, my hands clenched into fists. “Why would you keep her?”

“She is too important to send with Abad. She is the key to stopping the Djinn and their twisted creator.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. It sounded as if she was holding my mother hostage.

“There is a prophecy of the Midnight Jewel ending the Djinn for good. My brothers and sisters and I believe the jewel will also destroy the Witch Queen.”

Mesha was twisting her hair tight around her finger. Not a good sign. “You want to destroy the Witch Queen? Why?” she asked.

“You don’t understand the will of the gods, child. How could you? You’re nothing but a street busker from Shafara.”

This goddess seemed to know a lot, and she was frowning at Mesha. “Perhaps you should take your own advice and not make her mad,” I whispered.

“The Witch Queen…she is not one of us—the ancient six. We created everything in our world. The water, the trees, the islands, and all of the creatures. She steals power from our world. Drains it. Even though she sets herself up as one in her temple in the woods, she is not a goddess. We have not been able to defeat her because we…” Baelia stopped and closed her mouth.

“Because?” I prompted.

“I’m not discussing it further with you. You have a power that smells much like hers. It is unnatural and dangerous.”

The temperature in the cell rose again. I needed to figure out a way to get to her to release all of us instead of turning us over to Abad.

“You have no right to take my mother,” I said. “She is sick and needs help. I need to take her to healers.”

“There is magic around her, to be sure. But it is not holding her under any spell. Healers cannot help her. She is better off with me.”

Baelia stood up, walked to the door, and knocked. She turned back toward Mesha and me, and she was once again Tallifer.

“I know the Witch Queen is your kin. But you must disavow her. If I find you are working with her, I will see you again, and I will not be so generous.”

The door opened, and Tallifer left. The temperature in the room dropped so quickly that I shivered from the sweat on my skin. I was grateful my skin didn’t welt like it once had.

“We have to get out of here right away,” I said to Mesha. “I don’t think Prince Abad is equipped to fight a fire goddess. Once he finds out Tallifer is breaking the deal, things will get heated quickly. If she knows I am related to the Witch Queen, I am sure she knows Abad is her son.”

“I believe you are right,” said Mesha. “I wonder why the sea gods can’t defeat the Witch Queen?”

“That is a question for later, I am afraid,” I replied.

We were offered more fruit a couple hours after our visit, but I was still reluctant to touch it. As the light faded in the window, there was a voice.

“It’s me, Thomas.”

“Oh, thank the six…” I paused. “Oh, never mind. I’m glad you have returned.”

“We need to get you out of here soon,” Thomas said. “Prince Abad arrives in the morning. Cinn and his crew are locked in cages on the beach under heavy guard. Even if we do release them, I’m not sure we can get the Saucy Pig out of the bay. We need to use my ship, which is anchored in a small inlet about a league from here.”

“You have a ship?” asked Mesha. “Do you have a crew?”

“Aye, a small but able crew. We borrowed a ship from the Guild recently. She’s a small merchant ship, and she has no weapons, but she’s fast. If we’re lucky, we’ll be gone before that cruiser knows we left.”

I paced a bit, thinking. I needed to rescue my mom, the crew, and the Saucy Pig.

“Are you still there?” asked Thomas.

“That’s a silly question,” quipped Mesha. “Where else would we be?”

“You said your ship is fast?” I asked.

“I…uhh…suppose. We would have both my crew and yours. The weight could slow us down a bit. One hit from those cannons, and we’d be shark food.”

“How many men do you need to operate your ship?”

“Less than a dozen…what do you have in mind?” Thomas sounded nervous.

“The cruiser has a cannon on her bow and her gunports on her port side. The Saucy Pig is the fastest ship in the three seas.”

“You want to attack the cruiser?” asked Thomas. “They can turn quickly during a battle; I’ve seen it.”

“Not when they are passing those shoals leading from the bay,” I replied. “She won’t be able to turn at all. She’ll be too busy navigating for position to fire, and the Saucy Pig can easily slip by, but the timing has to be perfect. Meanwhile, we can escape in a different direction should the cruiser decide to pursue the Pig. I’m sure Cinn can outsail them.”

“But if they see us on the open sea, we won’t have a chance. Like I told you, we don’t have any weapons,” said Thomas.

“You’ll have me,” I said with a smile.

Mesha shook her head. “Sounds like a great plan. How do you plan to get us out of here?”

Thomas didn’t respond.

“Thomas?” I called. I tried to pull myself up and look outside, but the window was too small and too high.

“Thomas, are you there?” I called a little louder.

There was a commotion outside the door of the cell. Some yelling and a few loud thuds.

Mesha stood close to me, and I readied my magic.

“We can’t find the key,” said Robert through the door. “We need to find something to break down the door. Relax, this could take a little bit.”

“Turn around,” said Mesha.

“Why,” I asked.

“Do you want to get out of here?” Mesha had her hands on her hips.

“Of course,” I answered, “I just don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to understand, Max. I need you to turn around…I can’t give away all my secrets.”

I turned toward the window at the back of the cell. I heard some clicks and peeked over my shoulder. Mesha was kneeling in front of the door with tiny picks in her hands. She was working the lock, and it finally opened with an audible click.

“I told you not to look,” complained Mesha.

“What are those? And where did you get them?” I asked.”Could you have released us at any time?”

“Too many questions,” said Mesha. The two picks seemed to vanish from her hands. She swung open the door.

A man in a white shirt, grey vest, and a pointy black beard stood with two men dressed in Spice Guild uniforms hovering in the doorway.

The man walked in with his hand extended. I recognized the man, but from a time long ago.

“Hello, Max. It is so good to see you again.”

I grasped Thomas’s hand.

“We need to get my mom and get her to your ship. If you can get some weapons and release Cinn and his crew, I am sure they can get aboard the Pig.”

I turned to Mesha. “I know you are going to hate me for this, but you must go with them and tell them the plan.”

“No…I’m not going to…”

“Mesha, you must. You are the key to us getting away. You are a member of the crew, like it or not. You owe them.”

“Listen, you two—we don’t have time to fight about this. Max is right. You must tell Cinn the plan—the plan that has the potential to kill us all…but right now, it’s all we got. My men will bring weapons and take out the guards. The rest is up to Cinn and his crew. A couple of my men can help Max, and I retrieve his mother. It shouldn’t be difficult—Tallifer is more interested in his next meal than putting up too much a fuss.”

“Uh, about that,” I said. “We have some things to discuss on the way.”

Mesha pulled me in tight for a hug. She whispered in my ear, “If you get yourself killed, I will go into the Eternal Lands of Spring and hunt you down and drag you back. Do you hear me, Max Daybreaker?”

“Come, the tide waits for no man or woman,” said Thomas.

We stepped over three guards outside the cell. More guards were sprawled on the ground, many without clothes. A dozen men were waiting for us, all in Spice Guild uniforms. I hesitated a bit.

“Oh, don’t worry about them; these are my crew.”

Thomas talked to his men as I looked around. The area seemed to be clear around us. The few shops along the street were closed for the night. There were torches lit and stuck in the sand that provided enough illumination to move about without tripping.

More than half of the men left with Mesha. I totally believed her when she said that she could hunt my soul if I died. But what if she died? She was going to rescue the crew with a few men and then face off with the cruiser. Did I just send her on the path to her death? I couldn’t think of it too much; I needed to figure out how to take my unconscious mother from a fire goddess. No problem.
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“Which way?” I asked Thomas.

“Follow us,” said Thomas. “Just stay behind us, Max. It can get dangerous where we are going. Best allow us to handle the mayor. He may have a couple of guards protecting his home. Once we dispatch them, Tallifer will be easy to subdue.”

I was concerned about how much of Thomas’s statement was inaccurate. I stayed close to the group’s rear and concentrated on my inner power, preparing to unleash it on Baelia as soon as I saw her. Perhaps if I could catch her off guard, I could subdue her long enough to allow Thomas and his men to remove Mom and get her to their ship.

“If anything happens to me, you have to get my mom to Plante de Vindecare and get her help,” I said to Thomas.

“We aren’t going to allow anything to happen to you,” he replied.

We made our way swiftly up a winding cobblestone street that seemed to incline upward toward the end of the village.

“You must swear it,” I insisted.

Thomas frowned as he looked at me. “Of course, Max. I owe your family a great debt. But, like I said, if you stay out of the action, you will be just fine.”

Thomas had the curved silver blades that many of the Spice Guild wore. My dad let me heft his once during one of those rare times he was home.

“This is heavy and clumsy,” I had said to him.

“It takes practice,” replied my dad. “I hope you never have to wield one of these in your lifetime, Max.”

“But I want to be a brave captain of a ship, just like you,” I had insisted.

“Bravery is not found in a sword, son. It is found in your heart, and there will come a time in your life you may have to decide whether to fight or not. Bravery exists in making the right choice, even if it’s not the popular one.”

Looking at the four men and Thomas in front of me made me think of those words from years before. I needed to protect these men and my mother because I had the power to. I didn’t have time to explain to Thomas that we were about to face a goddess, and even if I did, I’m not sure he would believe me. He and his men were ill-prepared for what they were about to face. I didn’t want to hurt or kill anyone, but I knew I must be prepared to do the right thing when the moment called for it.

I saw the large manor at the end of the road. A protective white stone wall surrounded the property, and the looming black iron gate seemed the only way in. A pair of lit torches were set on each side of the gate, which lay open as if inviting us in. Something didn’t feel right, and I almost told Thomas to wait and figure out a different plan, but it was my moment to be brave.

“That’s unusual for the gate to be open,” said Thomas echoing my fears. “Stay sharp, men.”

A gravel pathway led past dark palm trees that bent over our heads. There were torches outside the two-story manor, and candles and lamps were visible in the multiple windows lining the upstairs and down. The front door was open, and there did not seem to be anyone guarding it.

“What’s going on?” I whispered to Thomas.

“I have no idea…this is not right at all,” he replied. “Max, stay here while the men and I check around the rest of the house. We will try to enter from the rear. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

“I got it,” I said and slipped behind the rough trunk of one of the palm trees. I watched as Thomas and his men snuck around the side of the house.

I stepped out of the shadows and walked to the front door. My senses were on high alert. It could be an ambush. Perhaps word of our escape had reached Baelia. She had otherworldly ways to sense these kinds of things, I imagined. My plan of surprising her sounded more and more like a fool’s errand in my mind. The hallway inside the front door was dim, with only a couple candles in sconces barely giving off a flicker of light.

I stepped inside and almost fell on my face as I tripped on something hidden in shadow on the floor. I grabbed a candle holder and lit one lone wax stub. I knelt to see what I had tripped on and recoiled in horror. On the floor lay the bodies of two men, except they no longer looked human. Their faces looked like wrinkled tissue paper with a grey pallor. Their eyes were bulging, and their mouths were open in an expression of horror. I had seen these faces before—in the Twilight Army. Except these two were not walking around trying to kill me.

I held up my candle to make sure I didn’t miss any dark corner in my surroundings. The motion made shadows shift and wave in menacing ways. My blood flooded cold through my veins. I crouched as I moved through the hallway toward an open room. Two glass-paned doors lay at odd angles, ripped from their frames. Broken glass crunched beneath my feet. I could see a figure draped over a chaise longue on the far side of the room, and I walked toward it slowly.

“Hello,” I whispered. “Are you okay?”

My blood turned from ice to lava, and my magic lay poised to strike inside my chest.

Shadows flowed over the figure’s face as I neared. It was Baelia, but in her true form as the goddess of fire. Her locks of flaming hair lay tousled across her face. I knelt down and could sense a slight intake of air. She was breathing, so not dead. Dread hit me as I considered what could overtake a sea goddess. None of the answers my brain considered provided me any comfort.

I needed to locate my mother and quickly vacate the house, lest the thing that killed the guards and knocked Baelia unconscious was to return.

Glass cracked behind me. I spun with hands raised and was about to release my power when Thomas said, “I told you to remain outside.”

I hurt a bit to contain my power when I was so close to releasing it. It was as if I had hiccuped in reverse. Thomas stood in the light.

“Who is that?” he asked.

“Uh, I don’t know,” I lied. “She uh… was just lying there. She is alive…I think.”

“We need to get out of here, boy,” said Thomas. “There is something not right here. We found four guards in the kitchen. They looked as though someone had sucked the life out of them.”

“I found two in the front hall.”

“There is something foul…and evil. I can taste it in the air,” said Thomas. “I believe your mom is upstairs in one of the bedrooms.”

I skipped two steps at a time and reached the landing well before Thomas. There were three doors, but only one of them had a flicker of lantern light dancing from beneath.

I took a deep breath and threw open the door. Mom laid in her perpetual sleep state. I didn’t see the movement from both sides of the door until it was too late. I was so focused on my mom that I had not considered that someone else could be there as well.

My mind was playing tricks on me as identical girls were suddenly holding both of my arms.

They were frowning with their teeth bared. They were taller than me, and their grips were stronger than I would have guessed.

“Let me go…let me go,” I demanded as I struggled to wrench my arms from their grip.

“What is going on here,” said Thomas behind me. The girls’ eyes snapped to where he stood, and I felt some wind on my back as the bedroom door slammed behind me.

Thomas banged on the door.

“Max, can you hear me?” said a muffled Thomas. “Max, I can’t get in. The door is locked.”

He banged and rattled the doorknob.

“Who are you?” I asked the mute pair. “Why are you holding me?”

The magic slithered with haste up my body. I didn’t want to hurt the girls, but they were not giving me much choice. I needed to get my mom out of the house fast before the Guild guards found us.

“Stand clear,” said Thomas. “We are going to break down the door.”

I really couldn’t move anywhere with the girls pulling me from both directions. I closed my eyes and imagined my power being released through both of my hands, hoping it would push the girls back.

“I’m warning you,” I said. “You need to let me go, right now.”

The girls seemed to tighten their grip in anticipation of whatever I planned to do next. I willed my power out of my body, and the girls flew through the air in opposite directions. One landed on top of a dresser and toppled it over. The other crashed into a floor-length vanity mirror.

The girls stood up and dusted themselves off. They didn’t appear hurt, but their expressions were grim. They walked in front of me and clasped hands. They uttered some words I didn’t understand, and I found myself airborne until I crashed into the wardrobe in the corner of the room. The wind was knocked out of me, and it took a couple of tries before I could stand straight again.

I could see the girls’ mouths begin to open to say something, but I held up my hand and shouted. “Wait…parlay! I don’t want to fight, please.”

The truth was I was a little afraid. These girls possessed a power similar to my own, but they were a bit more skilled. And, there were two of them. They closed their mouths.

“Who are you?” I asked again.

“I am Liana,” said the twin on the left.

“And I’m Machrees. You must leave at once.”

“I’m not going anywhere. That’s my mom over there, and I’m taking her with me. Please let my friends in. They won’t hurt you, they…”

The girls frowned and looked at each other.

“Your mother?” asked Machrees. “Are you…Max?”

“Yes, how did you know that? Are you a seer?” I braced myself for eyes popping out of their foreheads.

“No,” said Liana. “We’re your sisters.”


Chapter Eight

“MY SISTERS?” Shock and disbelief flooded my brain.

There was a click, and the door behind me flew open. Thomas and two of his men spilled into the room, cutlasses drawn.

“Wait, wait.” I threw up my hands. “I promised you wouldn’t hurt them.”

The men lowered their weapons but did not sheath them.

“Will you help us get my mother out of here?” I asked. “Any moment, guards could flood this house.”

The twins nodded in unison. They wore matching outfits—beige britches,  light tan button-up shirts, and brown leather duster jackets. Their blonde hair was tied in tight buns on the tops of their heads. I thought I saw my father’s chin and nose on them. They did not favor my mother much at all.

“Can we get some help lifting her?” Lianna asked.

Thomas finally sheathed his cutlass and said, “Go.”

His men took mom’s feet, and the girls held her by her arms. Thomas and I led the way downstairs. The quartet laid Mom in a makeshift litter made from poles and bedsheets. I took Mom’s hand; it radiated warmth. I put my hand up to her face, and she felt warm there too. Her skin almost felt feverish, which was different than before.

The twins and Thomas’s men each took the end of one of the poles and picked her off the floor. Mom looked more stable in the litter, and I sighed in relief. Thomas motioned with his hand for us to follow him.

We walked down a sandy trail into a line of dark palm trees. Once we were far enough from the town, Thomas pulled two torches from his pack, lit them, and handed me one.

“What do you think happened back there?” I asked as the four bearers shifted their grips on the poles. The other two crew members followed in the rear.

“I have never seen the like,” Thomas said. “Tallifer will surely send men to look for us. We don’t have much time.”

I didn’t want to tell Thomas that Tallifer was the woman out cold on the couch. I doubted she’d send men to hunt us; she’d take care of us herself. I prayed to the other five sea gods we’d be far away from Nobles before she woke.

“Let’s go then,” I said with urgency. “How far is your ship from here?”

“A little less than a league. I hope your friend Mesha is having better luck freeing the pirates.”

I grinned at that. “I am not too worried about Cinn or Mesha. They can handle themselves just fine.”

I recalled the day Cinn and my other friends ran into battle, past the Twilight Army, and into a line of confused snow bear warriors. They didn’t hesitate or falter. Dealing with Spice Guild guards would be a piece of cake.

The torches were like beacons in the darkness, and I swatted all manner of bugs that were buzzing in my ears and biting my neck. There was a clear path in the sand that wound around palms and tall seagrass. It was humid, and sweat dampened my shirt, which only attracted more buzzing blood thieves.

The moon was about half full, and I could see the dark outline of a ship. It was not as large as the Saucy Pig as it was only a merchant vessel. I hoped it was fast enough to outrun the cruiser waiting in the bay.

“Where did you get this ship again?” Warm waves calmly ran across my feet as we approached three small rowboats.

“We procured it,” said Thomas as he helped lift my mom into the boat. He and I piled in, and it was a tight fit for all of us. Thomas’s other men and the twins piled into the other two boats.

“How are we going to outrun a Guild cruiser in that?”

We pushed out into the surf as I rowed hard with an oar while Thomas handled the other.

“Hopefully, we won’t have to for long. Once the Saucy Pig travels in the opposite direction, I hope the cruiser’s attention will focus on them. My men who are helping Cinn have orders where to meet us.” Thomas gave two short ear-piercing whistles, and ropes were lowered. We tied hitch knots to the metal eyelets screwed into the walls of our tiny vessel. Thomas’s crew heaved us up and carefully took Mother’s litter to the captain’s cabin. I was tempted to follow her but decided it was better to be on deck.

We were not out of danger yet, and I might be needed should things turn upside down. The twins took positions as silent sentinels on each side of me. I couldn’t decide if I was comforted by their presence or not. They had demonstrated similar magic to mine, but I knew nothing about them or if they were even telling me the truth. I didn’t have time to sort it out yet, but once we were clear of Nobles, we would have a talk.

Thomas’s crew took different positions around the three sail rigs. Thomas didn’t shout any orders; instead, he produced different whistling sounds. The sails made a flapping sound as they rolled into place and were secured the ropes with knots on the hitches. The ship quickly cut through the obsidian water as the breeze picked up, hugging the shoreline as we made our way toward the other side of the island.

“I believe we have done it,” I said. “We are going to escape. I hope Mesha and Cinn were as lucky.”

“No,” the twins said in unison.

“No, what?”

“We must turn around right now,” said Liana. I could only tell them apart because Liana had a red ribbon in her hair, and Machrees had a black one. At least, I hoped I had it right.

“Why do we need to turn around?” I asked.

“Up ahead, in the darkness…an ambush waits.”

I strained my eyes and only saw the flicker of muted moonlight on the waves. Clouds passed overhead, and I couldn’t see anything at all. Even so, I felt out in the impenetrable darkness; Prince Abad waited aboard the Golden Viper, ready to act when we were in striking range. I ran to Thomas, who was at the wheel.

“Thomas.” I was panting. “We need to turn the ship around right now. Prince Abad is out there waiting for us.”

Thomas frowned. “I don’t see anything out there, and the lookout in the crow’s nest would let me know if there was another ship.”

“Please, you must trust me,” I pleaded. “Abad did this once before. He caught the Saucy Pig outside of Paradisi, and we had no idea three other ships were waiting for us. You must turn us around.”

Thomas hesitated for a moment and then made three long whistles. The crew animated, and the ship lurched to the right.

“I hope you are right because we’ll be headed right into that cruiser. If the Saucy Pig has not led it away, we’ll be dead.”

My magic stirred inside, and the hairs on my arm stood up. It was like lightning was about to strike, but I was not sure from where, as there were no thunderclouds above us or any flashes in the distance.

We began picking up speed again, but not as quickly as we had when traveling in the other direction.

“Ship, ho,” yelled a woman from the crow’s nest.

I leaned off the rail on the ship's stern, and there it was: torchlight in the distance. First, it was only two dots of light, but then more appeared, like fireflies in summer. It looked like there were three ships following us.

“Can’t we go any faster?” I yelled to Thomas.

“We are not in the best wind right now,” replied Thomas. “We could use a push.”

I hopped down to the deck and ran to the twins, who were still standing at the bow.

“Can you use your power to…push the ship?”

The twins looked at each other, although no words were exchanged.

“Perhaps, but we might need your help. Follow our directions,” said Liana as she took my hand. Machrees took my other hand.

“Close your eyes, Max,” said Machrees. “Imagine a strong wind blowing the ship. Feel the wind. Feel the ship moving faster.”

I did as she instructed. “Nothing is happening,” I said. “They will catch us soon, and then…”

“Calm yourself,” said Liana. “Close your eyes, and only think of the wind. Feel it flowing over the water. Feel the ripples in the water as it passes.”

I took a deep breath, and this time, I felt my magic stir in a way I had never felt before. I felt energy flow from one twin into my body, and as if there were a river running through me, I felt our combined magic flow to the other twin. My head felt light, and I imagined blowing over the ocean and feeling the cool water beneath me as I traveled. I became the wind, and as I reached the ship, I pushed against the canvas sails. The ship lurched beneath our feet.

“That’s it, Max,” said Liana. “Keep pushing our magic against the sails.”

I could feel the wind whipping around us as the ship picked up speed. Thomas whistled a few bursts, and there was the sound of feet moving on the deck. I didn’t open my eyes, but instead, I forced my concentration back on the sails, and the ship lurched again.

“Stop!” screamed the twins in unison. My eyes opened, and I almost fell forward as the ship abruptly stopped moving.

The scene before me did not seem real. The Saucy Pig was almost out of the enclosed bay. Lights from the ships and from the town illuminated the scene. The Guild cruiser blocked the Pig’s exit—at least what was left of the cruiser. Long thick tentacles were wrapped around the midsection of the ship. The sound of cracking timbers split the night air.

“What is that?” I asked with horror.

“That is the Kraken,” said Machrees in a calm voice.

“The Kraken?” I replied. I recalled reading about it in the book my father had given me, The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. The Kraken was one of the sea goddesses. She didn’t often come up from her home in the deepest depths of the three seas, but it meant certain death for any unfortunate to encounter her when she did.


Chapter Nine

THE PIG DIDN’T HAVE enough room to navigate out of the channel. If the Kraken was still hungry, the Pig might be next on its menu. Thomas whistled a few times, and the crew was running to the rigs. I picked my way back to the helm, dodging the frantic sailors.

“What are you doing?” I asked Thomas.

“We need to get out of here,” he replied. “The Golden Viper is behind us, and that monster is in front of us. We need to sail to the open sea, now.”

I gripped the wheel and said, “No…we can’t leave. The Pig is stuck, and the Kraken will crush it like a bug under a boot if we don’t do something.” I looked over the stern, seeing the Golden Viper and two other ships bobbing silently on the black sea. They weren’t moving any closer.

“What would you like us to do, Max? We are no match for a sea creature of that size.”

“We can’t just leave them there. Maybe if we can get close enough, the twins and I could use our magic somehow to move it.”

“Pushing wind in a sail is one thing, but I’m not sure you’d be a match for that thing. She is Orleanas, a sea goddess and sister to Baelia, the fire goddess.”

Now I remembered the passage in the Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. The sisters fought against the Djinn to push them out of the Spice Islands. Orleanas was struck by a trident used by the Djinn Zonobia. Baelia rescued her sister, and they disappeared into the depths of the sea and had never been seen again. That is what the book said, except that I had already met Baelia.

“If Orleanas is here, then Baelia must also…” began Thomas, but he was interrupted by an explosion. The top of the mountain above Nobles cracked open, and a plume of bright orange lava erupted into the sky. Our ship shuddered and rocked from a hot wave of air that passed over it.

“Yes, I meant to say something about that,” I coyly admitted. “I recently met Baelia—she was disguised as Tallifer the mayor. You saw her too. It was the woman unconscious in the house.”

“Take cover,” yelled the scout in the crow’s nest. I instinctively ducked with my arms over my head. Hot stones rained down on the ship, and some of the ropes and sails caught fire. Thomas whistled a shrill high note.

“Fire,” yelled a few of the crew members as they threw buckets of water on the flames.

“Max, we have to leave. I know you want to save your friends, but if the Kraken doesn’t drown us, that volcano will burn us.”

Cinn, Mesha, and the crew were helpless as death surrounded them. I knew Thomas was right; if we stayed, we would share their fate. Horns rang out from Abad’s ships, and they slowly turned toward the open sea.

“We can’t…we just can’t let them die out there.” I gritted my teeth. “We have to do something.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned.

“We can help your friends, brother,” said Liana. “But you must leave this place. You have a duty to our mother. You must get her to safety.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “How can you fight that thing? Are you leaving us?”

Machrees frowned. “You must listen. Every moment you delay, you risk this ship and our mother. We will answer all your questions later. You must trust us now—we will free the other ship.”

I had no reason to trust them, but I couldn’t see a better solution at the moment. There was another eruption, this one smaller, and fewer flaming rocks hit the ship. The smell of smoke and sulfur was thick in the air.

“Thomas, let’s get out of here,” I conceded. Thomas whistled bursts of pitches, and the crew responded.

I followed the twins to the bow of the ship.

“No matter what you see, you must leave and get clear. Do you understand?” asked Liana. She had a comforting smile on her face that made me trust her a bit more. I nodded.

“Good,” said Liana. The twins climbed up to the top of the rail and dove into the bottomless blackness of the sea.
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Our ship turned toward the open sea. The half-moon was near the horizon—dawn would soon be breaking. I walked along the rail, looking into the opaque water for any sign of the twins. Only the masts of the cruiser were still visible in the writhing tentacles. Soon the Kraken would turn its attention on the Pig, which sat motionless, unable to escape.

Whatever the twins had planned, they needed to do it soon. Lava ran down the side of the volcano, and the town of Nobles was obscured by black smoke and towering columns of flame.

Baelia had chosen to destroy the city she had protected. Whatever happened to her in the mayor’s house had angered her. And now, she and her sister Orleanas were bound to destroy everything and everyone around the island. Despair filled me as we moved slowly away from the scene of destruction.

Dawn’s first light added a gray luminescence to the water. The sun peeked over the horizon in the east, below the clouds of smoke. A few hundred feet between the ship and the bay, the water bubbled violently. A creature shot up from the depths into the sky. I rubbed my eyes.

As unbelievable as the Kraken was to behold, I wasn’t prepared to witness a two-headed, red-scaled dragon bellow as it soared into the twilight sky.

The dragon dove toward the giant tentacles reaching toward the Pig, and a spray of fire gushed from the two open mouths. The Kraken thrashed and slapped its tentacles hard against the surface of the water. A bulbous black head broke the surface. Its round mouth was lined with rows of white, serrated teeth.

A spout of water shot from the mouth and struck the dragon. It wavered in the sky but then pumped its wings to a higher elevation. The Kraken’s head slipped back under the water. It quickly resurfaced with another spout of water, but this time it fell short.

When the Kraken’s head submerged again, the dragon did a dead dive downward, and before it struck the Kraken, it let more flames loose. This time, one of the tentacles caught fire.

The dragon climbed high into the sky again and dove down for another attack, but the Kraken was ready. A long tentacle reached from the sea and caught the dragon. Bursts of flame erupted from the heads, catching the other tentacles in fiery streams.

In a blink, the behemoth slipped back into the sea, taking with it the remains of the Guild cruiser and the dragon. I felt for the men who went down with their ship. Sure, they would not have hesitated to sink the Pig or Thomas’s merchant ship, but there were still men and women on the cruiser, and I felt sadness for them.

As I turned back to Thomas, bubbles boiled around where the two creatures had vanished below the surface. The dragon shot skyward with a bellow of flame, lighting up the clouds above.

The dragon circled over the Pig, and I was worried it would set the ship aflame. The mainsail rose and expanded with air as the Pig began moving out of the bay.

“We need to get out of here,” said Thomas. “Before that dragon—I can’t believe there is a dragon—decides we look like a tasty, fire-roasted snack.”

“What about the twins?” I said. “They jumped in the water. We can’t just leave them here to drown.”

“Max, I appreciate your desire to save everyone, but you are putting everyone else at risk. I am the captain of this vessel, and I say we need to leave. I don’t know where the Golden Viper went, but I would imagine that now the Kraken is gone, they will continue their pursuit.”

I jumped up on the rail and put my hand above my eyes to allow me a better view of the water. The sea was glistening in the early morning sunlight.

“I can’t leave them,” I said.

Thomas whistled his orders to the crew, and the sails popped as they caught the wind.

There was enough death today. If the twins were, in fact, my sisters, there was no way I could leave them. I tucked my head as my dad had taught me and dove into the cold water. People yelled down at me from the ship's deck when I pushed back up to the surface. I paid no attention and began swimming toward the Pig. I ducked my head underwater every few feet to try to get a glimpse of the twins.

On the third dive, I came eye to eye with a black shape with golden yellow eyes. Its tentacles moved toward me. In a panic, I tried to swim away, but I was no match for the speed of the Kraken. It grabbed my foot just as I gulped some air, and I was pulled below the surface.

In my terror, my magic burned through my body, and I pushed it into the tentacle that gripped me. It loosened, and I tried to swim to the surface again, but I was too far away. My lungs burned, and my limbs weakened. Everything was dark around me, and I just wanted to open my mouth and stop the burning in my lungs. If I rested a moment, perhaps I could swim again. Just a little rest…
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“Max…”

My eyes wouldn’t focus, and I felt sick. I rolled to my side and released the seawater filling my stomach and lungs. I gasped for air and then heaved again.

“Oh, thank the sea gods, you’re alive!”

I knew that voice. I blinked, but the light was bright. I couldn’t focus.

“Yer one lucky bloke, Master Max,” said another voice. This one I knew for sure.

“Cinn? Mesha?” I croaked. My throat was sore from vomiting seawater.

“You scared us to death,” said Mesha. Her face was looking down at me, and my head was on her lap. I blinked a couple more times. I was on a dinghy, and Cinn was rowing. Next to him were the twins, their clothes dripping wet.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Ye jumped like some kind of fish into the sea; only the sea gods know why,” said Cinn.

“I was trying to save…the twins,” I replied.

“Those two?” Cinn nodded toward the girls. “They didn’t need savin’. In fact, they saved ye.”

Mesha stared at the twins with a wary expression. The twins stared back mutely.

“How?” I asked. “The Kraken pulled me under, and I couldn’t swim to the surface. I should have drowned.”

“Aye, ye should have,” said Cinn. “But those…er…girls dragged you to the surface.”

“What are they, Max?” asked Mesha. Her gaze did not leave the pair.

“They told me that they are my sisters.”

Cinn’s eyes became wide. “Sisters? You don’t have any sisters that I know of, Master Max. I’m sure Bettina or Nicholas would have mentioned them.”

The thought had crossed my mind as well, but then my parents had kept so much from me, like the fact they were actually Spice Pirates and that my dad was some ancient wizard. The idea I had sisters that I did not know about seemed minor in comparison.

“Those are not girls, Max,” said Mesha in an accusatory tone. “They…it…is a dragon.”

“What?” I yelped.

“Brother,” spoke Liana for the first time. “We have much to discuss. We are both your sisters, and together we are a dragon.”

“Max, don’t believe them,” said Mesha. “There is something not right about them. They smell…wrong.”

“Smell? I don’t smell anything.” I raised my head a bit and looked around the boat. We were in the open sea. “Uh, where are we? Where are the Pig and Thomas Alba’s ship?”

“When we saw you jump into the sea like a fool, Mesha insisted we save ye. I told Piers to get the Pig as far away as he could before some other Guild ship or worse, Prince Abad showed up. We took out this dingy to save ye.”

“Abad was coming after Thomas’s ship,” I replied. “But they turned away when the Kraken attacked.”

“Cowards…the lot of ‘em,” said Cinn. “These dragon ladies pulled ye from the sea and brought ye to our little boat. Once ye were aboard, they turned into those lasses there. They didn’t say anything until just now. We lost sight of yer ship. So…here we are. Maybe ye girls can fly and find our ships.”

“We cannot,” said Machrees. Amazingly, the twin’s ribbons were still tied in their flat, wet hair.

“Why not?” I asked.

“We don’t need their help,” Mesha jumped in. “In fact, they could just fly away. We have everything under control.”

“Do you?” asked Liana with a grin. “Unfortunately, we cannot take the form of a dragon for very long. It takes a lot of magic to maintain it, so we are just as helpless as you.”

“We are an easy target for that Kraken or Abad,” said Cinn. “I’m not sure which would be worse—being eaten by an oversized squid or enduring Abad’s sea rations for the next couple of days.”

I grinned despite the tense situation we were facing. It was nice to be with Mesha and Cinn again. I looked toward the horizon, where black smoke hovered over Nobles like some sort of giant bat. It looked like the entire island was on fire. Baelia was very angry… I only hoped she could not bring her wrath to the open sea.

“What are we going to do?” I asked.

“I say we push these pretenders into the sea, and then…” said Mesha.

“I’d like to see you try it, desert girl,” said Machrees.

“Wait, how do you know she is from the desert?” I asked.

“I think she meant that as an insult, but that is an excellent question,” Mesha added.

“It doesn’t matter what we know,” said Liana as she cut her eyes at her sister. “We are all trapped on this boat together. Threats and fighting won’t change that.”

“The dragon lass is right,” said Cinn. “I wish I had packed a lunch or at least some fish jerky.”

Mesha reached under her seat and produced a leather satchel.

“Oh, what a kind lass, ye brought me something to eat?”

“No,” said Mesha as she held it out to me. “Here.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“It is your book. Before Cinn and I jumped into the boat to rescue you, I checked the secret panel. I saw it and grabbed it for you.”

I looked inside, and it was the Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. Having the book in my possession again made me feel a bit more secure.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You’re wel…” began Mesha, but Liana cut her off.

“It was foolish for you to jump into the water, Max. You could have died.”

“I just couldn’t leave you two in the sea. I didn’t know you were the dragon.”

“So you would risk leaving all your friends behind trying to save two…creatures you just met?” asked Mesha.

“When you put it that way, it sounds selfish,” I admitted.

“Because it was Max,” replied Mesha. “You didn’t think about it…you just did it.”

“I would have done the same for you,” I offered.

“That does not make your choice any better,” said Mesha as she crossed her arms.

“Great, I be trapped on a boat with a bunch of teenagers,” said Cinn to no one in particular. “Perhaps I died, and this is me eternal punishment.”


Chapter Ten

THE OCCASIONAL SEAGULL FLEW OVERHEAD, and the water remained calm. By the time the sun was straight overhead, we could no longer see Nobles. There was still a dark cloud on the horizon marking where it was, a reminder of Baelia’s wrath. I was hungry, but not as much as I was thirsty. My lips were tender and chapped. No one said much as we stared at the open sea around us. With no ships in sight and the nearest island at least a hundred or more leagues away, things were looking grim. We had to find Thomas’s ship because that was where my mother was, and then we needed to find the Pig. We were floating in a tiny boat in a vast sea. We had oars, but what was the point if we didn’t know in which direction to go in. The silence was getting to me.

“Liana, you said that you would explain things once things were not so crazy,” I said. “It seems we have plenty of time to chat now.”

“What would you like to know?” Liana asked.

“You claim to be my sisters, but I have never met you. You appear to be a few years older than me. How is it I’ve never heard of you and that you were missing my entire life?”

“We knew you as a babe, but we were kidnapped,” said Liana. “I don’t know why mom and dad never mentioned us.”

Mesha didn’t look impressed, but she didn’t make a sound.

“Who kidnapped you?” I asked.

“The sea goddess, Baelia,” said Liana. “We were taken from our beds in the middle of the night. We were only six years old, and you were around three.”

“Why didn’t you just leave? You could have turned into that dragon and flown away.”

“We were under a spell,” said Liana. “We could not use our magic against her or escape. We could not even tell people who we were until today.”

“What changed?” I asked.

The twins looked at one another for a moment, and then Machrees answered. “We don’t really know. We recognized our mother and were given the task of looking after her. And then, something happened last night. Someone came before you did, and Baelia’s spell fell away. We don’t know who it was or why. It had to be someone very powerful to overcome Baelia.”

“Aye, someone very powerful indeed,” added Cinn. “Someone with the power of a god. No wonder she was so mad. We weren’t sure if she’d burn us alive or if the Kraken would eat us first. It was mighty fortunate that ye saved us like ye did.”

“Why can’t you turn into the dragon now?” I asked.

“Magic like that takes a lot of power,” replied Liana. “Even though Baelia taught us how to transform, we are still working out how not to exhaust our power. It might be a day or two before we can transform again.”

“Humph,” said Mesha and rolled her eyes.

“We need to work together,” said Cinn. “Or we be a meal for that big sea bird circling us.”

I looked up in the sky to see what Cinn was talking about, and I gasped.

“That’s no sea gull,” I said. “That’s Eleepo.”

“So maybe we be doomed? Or saved?” said Cinn. “I don’t care as long as I can get out of this boat before I jump out and swim the rest of the way.”

I closed my eyes and reached out my mind. Eleepo, is that you?

There was no answer. Perhaps a combination of the sun, magic, and exhaustion was making me see things.

I tried again. Eleepo?

Yes, Max, it is I.

I sighed a big breath. I was not sure I was feeling relief because the presence of Eleepo meant that Abad was probably near and that the large hawk was spying for him.

We are lost, I said. We will surrender to Abad as long as my friends are protected.

I am not here to ask for your surrender, replied Eleepo. I am here to help you find your friends.

“I don’t believe you,” said Mesha out loud. I had forgotten that she could hear her, too.

“You don’t have to believe us,” said Machrees. “Our story is true.”

“I’m not talking to you,” said Mesha. “I’m addressing that lying bird. I believed you, Eleepo. I thought you were going to help Max. Do you know the mess you caused? We could have all been killed.”

I was doing what I believed was best, said Eleepo. There are mighty forces at work, young one. Gods and goddesses. Neither Abad nor I knew two goddesses were hiding in Nobles.

“I hope yer conversation be going well since ye two are the only ones that can hear that hawk. Are we in danger of an air attack? Is she going to drop a fish on our heads? That would be okay, as long as the fish be still fresh enough to eat.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t believe Eleepo is going to attack. Why couldn’t you let me just take my mom to Plante de Vindecare and get her help? Why did you betray us?”

Prince Abad would have taken you there himself, replied Eleepo. He didn’t believe Cinn could get you there safely.

Cinn has done a much better job of keeping me safe than anyone else, I replied. What happens now? You take us to the Pig, and then Abad takes us all prisoner?

Those were not my instructions. I am to get you to your mother and escort you to Plante de Vindecare.

“Is that where the prince will rendezvous with us?” asked Mesha.

“I hear ye mentioning the prince and rendezvousing,” said Cinn. “Can you make sure when we meet the prince that he has something prepared for us to eat? I’m starving. I don’t think he would be so cruel as to have us executed on an empty stomach.”

No, the prince will not meet you there. I had just returned from Harsu when the prince was pursuing you. The Jade Palace is under attack by hordes of the Twilight Army and led by a Djinn. Abad has decided to return to Harsu but instructed me to escort and protect you.

That was terrible news. The Djinn were trying to take power quickly. It was even more imperative that I revive my mom and find out about the Midnight Jewel. All we had to do was find the ships and get off the dinghy.

“What of Shafara?” asked Mesha.

The city has fallen. Most people have either fled into the desert or reached into the Jade Palace before the gates closed.

Mesha said something in a language I didn’t understand and then said, “I pray to the six sea gods to protect my sisters.”

The Saucy Pig is not far away, said Eleepo. Maybe five leagues to the east. I am carrying a message from Abad to give to the crew aboard the ship that will explain that I am to escort you and that for now, he is not pursuing Captain Cinn or the Saucy Pig. I am hoping they follow me to make your journey shorter.

“If the bird is taking requests for food,” said Cinn, “I’d like a nice aged cheese, a hard crust bread, some pickled eel, and a nice cold cider.”

“The prince is not taking us prisoner,” I said to Cinn. “Eleepo, we aren’t going to the Pig. We need to find Thomas Alba’s ship; that’s where my mother is.”

“I don’t suppose there is a full kitchen on that ship, Master Max?” asked Cinn.

“No, I’m afraid, not,” I replied.

“They probably only have salted fish rations,” said Cinn. “I would have preferred being a prisoner on Golden Viper. That would be more civilized.”


Chapter Eleven

“YOU AREN’T SERIOUSLY CONSIDERING LETTING them on Thomas’s ship, are you?” asked Mesha.

“Yes,” I said sternly. “I have to assume they are telling me the truth. Why else would they help us escape?”

“Please listen to me,” said Mesha, holding my hand. “Call it a girl’s intuition. These two are not who they appear to be.”

“My mind is made up,” I said. “I can’t abandon family.”

“I don’t like your decision…but…I will go with you because you need someone watching your back.”

I decided it was best to remain silent since my words tended to dig me into a deep hole. After an hour, I saw a black dot on the horizon to the north.

My heart leaped at the sight of the merchant ship. Thomas was at the rail waving down to us as they hauled our small vessel aboard.

“Is she okay?” I asked Thomas as I climbed out of the dinghy.

“There has been no change, which I suppose is a good thing?” Thomas replied. “Come below and get some food and water. You need to get out of the sun.”

I drank almost a bucket of water. There was bread and salty fish as Cinn had predicted. He scrunched his nose but ate it anyway with no further complaints. Thomas sat down beside me as I chewed on some hard crusty bread.

“I see you found those girls,” commented Thomas. “Where were they?”

“That is a little complicated,” I said in a low voice. “They were the dragon.”

“Say that again?” said Thomas as he leaned closer to me. He chuckled and said, “I thought you said they were the dragon.”

I tugged the bread hard with my teeth; I was afraid I might pull them loose.

“That is what I said,” I replied. “Together, they can transform into that red dragon.”

“Do you think it’s safe with them aboard?” Thomas asked in almost a whisper.

“They helped us escape the island. Why would they be bad?”

“Did they help us? Or did they help themselves escape?” asked Thomas.

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe they were trapped there by Baelia for a reason. Maybe we just helped them escape.”

“But…” I began and then stopped. I had never considered we were helping them, instead of them helping us. “I’m confused now,” I said.

“I am worried that they are here now,” said Thomas. “We may have a tough time ridding ourselves of them should we determine they are a danger. They could cook this ship.”

“Did someone say cook?” asked Cinn as he plopped down on a barrel next to me.

“I was saying to young Max here that those two girls could be difficult to get rid of, and we could become crispy dinner.”

“Aye,” replied Cinn. “But I bet we would be a hair tastier than that brick of fish ye be serving us.”

“You’re welcome for the rescue, Captain Cinn,” retorted Thomas.

“Don’t think me ungrateful. I be thankful fer the rescue. It is just… bad food puts me in a bad mood.”

“If we had known that, we would have rolled out the red carpet and served you a buffet of Tryeen delights,” replied Thomas in a sarcastic tone.

“Oh?” said Cinn wide-eyed. “Would that be still an option? That would be very gracious of ye.”

“Is he being serious?” Thomas asked me.

“When it comes to food—he’s deadly serious.”

“We had not really prepared for a rescue of a captain of such high esteem as yourself,” said Thomas. “We were restocking the ship and deciding where to sail next. You are lucky we have any food aboard.”

Cinn’s lip pouted. “Aye, I can forgive ye this time.”

“Thank you for your generosity,” replied Thomas. Either Cinn didn’t realize that Thomas was being sarcastic, or he was ignoring the fact.

“As for them girls over there,” said Cinn. “I agree they could be trouble.”

“You’re siding with them now? Those girls, my sisters, saved both of you, and all you want to talk about is how to get rid of them. Did you consider what a dragon could do the Djinn and the Twilight Army?”

“Aye, there is no doubt that they could be a powerful weapon. I am not sure which side would use ‘em.”

“Well, I know whose side I’m on,” I said.

The twins walked over to where Cinn, Thomas, and I were.

“Brother,” said Machrees. “Perhaps now would be a good time to see about our mother.”

“Sure, in a minute,” I said.

“Brother,” said Liana. “Machrees is right. We need to be sure she is safe.”

“Brother?” asked Machrees. “Are you coming?”

From across the room, I could see Mesha looking over at us. I did not want to hurt Mesha’s feelings or my other friends. I was torn between loyalty to my friends and duty to my family. Dark forces had torn my family from me, and it was my responsibility to protect and reunite them. Now the twins were a part of my family, and my loyalty was with them.
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Mom was in her repose, motionless and preserved. Thomas entered the cabin.

“You are welcome to stay here with your mom,” he said.

“That is very generous,” I replied.

“There are some blankets in that chest over there,” said Thomas as he pointed across the small cabin. I missed my hammock on the Pig, and I really missed Cinn’s delicious meals. This would have to do for now. I prayed that we would rendezvous with the Pig soon.

“When do you think we will arrive at Plante de Vindecare?” I asked.

“We plan to sail all night. The shipping lanes are safe in this area of the Middle Sea. By morning we should arrive.”

I sighed, “Thank you so much…for everything.”

“Like I said, I owe your dad,” Thomas replied. “This trip won’t even be close to settling that debt.”

I nodded, and Thomas left me alone with the twins, standing next to Mom, staring at me. Something was unsettling about how they silently stared for long periods. It was a little creepy.

“I guess I am going to pick a spot over there and get some sleep. It will be a long day tomorrow.”

“We will watch over Mom tonight,” said Liana. “We will take turns.”

“Okay,” I said. I really didn’t understand. Mom had not changed since we left Arctus. I watched the slight movement of the blanket as Mom breathed in and out. At least she was still alive.

I made a nest of blankets in the corner of the room. Liana sat on a stool holding Mom’s hand while Machrees curled up around her feet. No blanket, nothing. Just the bare floor.

“There are some blankets left in the chest,” I offered.

“Machrees will be fine,” Liana said in a soft voice. Such a strange pair.

I wanted to ask them more questions about Mom and Dad as I tried to work out why my parents never mentioned I had sisters. Even though I was three when they left, I was surprised I would have no memory of them. Was I put under some sort of forgetting spell?

Dad, where are you? I thought to myself. I pulled out The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn from its leather case. I hadn’t looked at it since I had left Arctus. I unbound the leather strap I used to keep it closed, and a small piece of paper slipped out. There was a series of numbers scrawled on it. A cipher from my dad. My heart raced. I looked over at Liana, but her back was now turned away from me. I knew that they were the page numbers, lines, and words found in The Secrets of the Twilight Djinn.
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I flipped as quietly as I could through the book, and I memorized the words as I found them.

 

Don’t Trust Your Eyes, Trust Your Heart

 

It didn’t make sense. Was it a riddle in the middle of a cipher? Why couldn’t he just write me a plain message? Why all the puzzles? I looked over the piece of paper to see if anything else was written on it, but there wasn’t.

What are you trying to tell me, Dad?

I looked back at the pages where his cipher had directed me to look for clues, and on the third page, I saw it. There were three words with one letter underlined. I checked all the other pages, and they also had underlined letters. The lines were small and light, but they were there.

I rummaged around my pack and found a piece of coal, and I drew the letters on the floor.

spsfreahtberehaewsi

 

I had no idea what it meant or if it was even a word. My dad was making it complicated. I tried different combinations of the letters but eventually gave up. I erased the letters from the floor. I looked up, and neither Liana nor Machrees had moved. It was as if they were carved from stone and weren’t girls at all.

I thumbed through the book until I reached the chapter on the Spice Islands.

The Djinn had difficulty conquering the Spice Islands. Sixty-five islands make up the Spice Island chain, and they differ in size. Most of the islands are inhabited by humans and creatures so rare that they don’t exist anywhere else. Magical creatures and even some of the sea gods call these islands home.

This made it an arduous task, and some of the islands were never conquered during the Djinns’ reign. They deemed those islands not worth the effort because either there were no resources worth fighting for, or the inhabitants were so powerful, it wasn’t worth the losses they would endure.

Some of the more interesting creatures that call the Spice Islands home are the sirens, shapeshifters, Kelpies, and giant jellies. The sirens are beautiful creatures, and even though they look human, they are not, and in fact, are ferocious predators that use their songs to lure ships to their demise. They have been known to eat humans.

There are many different sorts of shapeshifters—some are human and others animal. Some of the white tigers can shift into great birds that will fly into the sky when threatened. Some are creatures made of mud and twigs and appear as humans. They are mostly harmless unless they are threatened and have been known to shift into giant, terrible beasts.

 

It sounded like my ability to shift into a snow bear or into a large cat-like creature. I was pretty sure I was human, although I wouldn't be surprised if it turned out I was really some creature made of mud and twigs.

My heart raced as clarity struck me about the puzzle my father left me. I quickly scribbled the words on the floor.

Beware Shapeshifters.

Which shapeshifters? I was a shapeshifter and had met a few, including my sisters. Thanks, Dad, for being vague. I’d just have to be on my guard and be cautious of all shapeshifters— at least the ones I could identify.
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I awoke with eyes bleary. The lamps were low in the room. A slight weight on my chest—my book. I couldn’t move it off. Panic rose in my chest. My mouth opened, at least it felt like it did, but no sound came out. I couldn’t move my head, so my vision was limited. I was facing my mom’s bed. Neither twin was standing guard, and the blanket I had placed on my mom was pulled back. She was gone.

I tried to scream, but it only rang out my head. I reached out in my mind. Can anyone hear me? Nothing.

I am in the captain’s cabin aboard Thomas Alba’s ship. I can’t move.

Still nothing.

The cabin door opened, and I strained my eyes, but all I could see were feet. Three pairs, to be exact. Two of them looked like they were fashioned out of red clay. They had a wet sound as they walked across the room toward my mom’s bed.

Please, please…help me. Someone? Anyone? I shouted in my mind.

The third pair of feet were narrow, with sandals covered in emeralds and citrines. The feet inside the shoes were dirty, caked with gray mud. The toenails were split and broken, and a greenish ooze was dried around the nail beds.

There was a smell of decay and rot, and I felt as if I would be sick. My power was still and wouldn’t stir no matter how hard I tried to will it.

The figure in the sandals crawled into my mom’s bed, and I got a glimpse of a hand, which resembled the feet—dirty with split nails. I couldn’t catch the figure’s face, but it was dressed in a tattered red dress with sequins that were tarnished by age and mistreatment. The two sets of feet stopped at the bed, and they turned with their toes facing me.

“He’s awake,” said a voice that sounded wet and gurgling. “He has seen…”

Nooo! I screamed in my mind. Help me.

Is that you, Max? responded Eleepo.

Eleepo, help me! I screamed again as the feet began to move toward me. I closed my eyes. I did not want to see what was attached to those clay feet.

I am coming, said Eleepo. Mesha, wake. Find Max.
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I was asleep again and was awakened by banging on the door.

“Max, are you in there,” yelled Mesha. “Max…Max…let me in.”

I was shocked when I shot to my feet. I looked over at the bed. Machrees was staring at me as she stood guard over my mother. There was no creature in the bed in a red silk dress. Only my mother in her simple white muslin gown. In the corner, Liana was making some food on the simple stove. Light filled the portholes and the windows at the back of the cabin.

“Max, let me in,” said Mesha as she banged on the door.

“Just a minute,” I said as I tripped over my boots that were next to my makeshift bed on the floor.

I opened the door, and Mesha was standing in the frame with wide eyes. Before I could say anything, she almost tackled me with a hug. She took my face with her hands and studied it for a moment.

“You’re okay? Thank the six sea gods,” she said.

“Yes…I…had a dream…” Was it a dream? I couldn’t be sure. “Why are you here? What’s the matter?”

“You haven’t heard? Of course, you didn’t hear; you were probably sleeping,” rambled Mesha, not making too much sense.

“Heard what?” I asked.

“Two men died last night,” Mesha said in a hushed tone. “They were found on the deck this morning.”

I sat on the only chair in the room and began pulling on my boots. “What? How?”

“I think it’s better to come with me,” said Mesha.

“Liana, Machrees, I’ll be right back,” I said.

“Don’t dally, brother,” said Liana. “Your food is almost ready.”

I followed Mesha out the door, and she took my hand and led me to the bow of the ship. The crew looked at me with frowns and odd expressions as we passed. They were quiet as they went about their morning routines.

“Max,” began Mesha as she took my other hand. “The two crew members died last night.”

My breath caught in my chest. The dream. Had the creatures been real?

“What happened?”

“The bodies were found on the deck this morning. There wasn’t a mark on them. They were…drained. They looked like they were turned into… Twilight Army. Except these were not walking around.”

A memory of the Baelia’s house in Nobles came to my mind.

“Where are the bodies?” I asked.

“Thomas Alba ordered them dumped overboard. He was afraid that they might…come back to life.”

“I haven’t had a chance to tell you about what happened on Nobles. When Thomas and I entered the house, there were bodies…like you describe—like the life had been drained from them. And then I saw Baelia knocked out on a couch.” I took a deep breath, not liking my next question. “Do you think it was a Djinn, and…do you think it’s on the ship?” I asked.

“We need to find Captain Cinn right away,” Mesha replied.

Cinn was below, doing what he enjoyed the most—cooking. He had a pan sizzling on a small brazier with filets of fish. The smell was divine.

“Master Max, Mesha… yer in time for lunch,” said Cinn as he saw us approach. A couple of Thomas’s men were coiling rope very slowly, but their eyes were glued to the pan.

“Can we talk…in private?” I made a slight nod to the two sailors pretending to work.

“Aye. Ye two—I will be sure to save ye some food, but ye must be off now,” said Cinn to the sailors. They continued to stare at the pan and didn’t act as if they had heard him.

“Ye two…ye’ve coiled that rope a dozen times…now git.”

The two sailors acted startled like they had been awoken from a dream. They mumbled something as they made for the stairs that led to the deck.

“What are you cooking?” I asked.

“This be razor scale,” Cinn replied. “I wish we had some greens to cook with it, but this be fine. Better than that horrible stuff they were going to force us to eat.”

“Razor scale? Where did you get that?” asked Mesha. She took a large sniff of the rare deepsea fish. “And where did those spices come from?”

“I always carry me emergency pouch here,” said Cinn as he tapped the breast of his black coat. “I have it hemmed in, ye see. This was an emergency, and so I was prepared.”

“You have fish sewn in your coat?” I asked in my confusion.

“No, Master Max, don’t be daft, boy,” replied Cinn. “I have me spices fer all occasions, and fishing hooks and line.”

“You caught those razor scales? How?” Mesha asked. Her eyes were full of wonder.

“Those two sailors caught some eels. I used the eels for bait to catch the razor scale,” replied Cinn. “Sucker eels love to attach the hulls of ships in these waters, but ye have to git in the water to pull them from the ship. So I made a deal with those two to dive in and grab me some in exchange for the razor scale. The eels are not very good eating—too many bones, ye see.” Cinn grabbed a gray and green eel from a bucket. It was slimy looking and was very much alive, wiggling in his hand. Its mouth was round and made a sucking sound. Both Mesha and I jumped back when it made a high-pitched squeal.

Cinn dropped the eel back into the bucket while he laughed. He slapped his knee and laughed so hard that he had to catch his breath.

“Oh, the look on ye faces…Oh my, that made me day,” Cinn said. He used a small wire spatula to slide the fish on three plates. “That sound is why I use sucker eels. Razor scales will swim to the surface to eat them.” Cinn continued to chuckle as he opened a pouch he produced from one of his many pockets in his coat. It had the smell of citrus.

“This be dried lemon zest with a little bit of blue salt.”

“We’d love to eat with you,” said Mesha. “But we have sort of an emergency.”

“Aye…I could see that in yer faces, but I never like to face me impending doom on an empty stomach. Eat first, then talk.”

I remembered that Liana was also cooking for me. “The twins are cooking me food…so…”

“Yer gonna turn down razor scale? What are they cookin’, leg of lamb?”

“No, I think Lianna found some seagull eggs and some dried seaweed,” I replied.

Cinn and Mesha stared at me and said nothing for a long moment.

“Yeah, you’re right. I’ll have some of that razor scale.”

“I always knew ye be wise, Master Max,” said Cinn as he handed me one of the plates. I had a couple of bites, and the fish was light and flaky. The spice added a zing of lemon and salt that matched perfectly.

“We think there may be a Djinn on board,” I blurted out.

Cinn sighed as he put his half-eaten fish on the barrel next to him. “Master Max, perhaps I wasn’t clear. Eat first, impending doom second. Now that ye have skipped the eating in peace part, start from the beginning.”

In between bites, Mesha and I told Cinn about the bodies in Nobles, and then the bodies Thomas had thrown overboard.

“I thought I heard sumthin goin' on this mornin’, but none of the crew would tell me what was happenin’. I don’t think Captain Alba likes me bein’ on his ship. Too many captains,” said Cinn as he resumed eating. “If there be a Djinn on the ship, I have a question: Why aren’t we all dead?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“If there be a Djinn among us, why not kill all of us, make us into Twilight Army? Why just kill some of us and hide?”

I hadn’t thought of that, but Cinn was right. A Djinn could easily take over the ship and kill us all.

“Maybe it’s not a Djinn after all; maybe it’s something else,” I said, and then the nightmare I had the previous night came to mind.

“I had a nightmare last night… except it didn’t feel like a nightmare.”

Cinn scraped bones from our plates out of one of the port windows. “Go on…”

“I dreamed I was unable to move on the floor of the captain’s cabin, and something came into the room. All I could see were feet. Some were muddy like the feet were made of clay, and then there was the other… creature. It wore old sandals with jewels on them, and the feet were covered with this black ooze…and the smell…I felt like vomiting.”

“Great talk after lunch. Continue,” said Cinn with a wrinkled nose.

“There isn’t much more to tell…I couldn’t scream, and so I reached in my mind for help, and Eleepo answered,” I replied.

“Wait…Eleepo was in your dream, too?” said Mesha. “In my dream, he told me that you needed help, and that is when I woke up. When I emerged on deck, they were pushing the bodies overboard.”

“Curious indeed,” said Cinn as he stroked his beard. “What do ye think it means?”

“I believe those girls up in the cabin have something to do with it,” said Mesha.

“When I woke up, everything was fine. My mom had not moved, and the twins were normal. They aren’t monsters.”

“Max, why can’t you see it?” Mesha pleaded. “I don’t think those twins are telling the truth. If it was just a dream, how do you explain me having the same dream about Eleepo?”

I paused. “I can’t…but that doesn’t prove that they are monsters.”

“Master Max, I believe we have established that those…lasses are magical. Ye have already met creatures like the snow bears that are shifters.”

Beware Shapeshifters, my father had warned.

“I know, Cinn…I can’t explain it…but I know, in my gut, they don’t mean me harm. If they did, my magic would have responded to them.”

“Aye, but ye don’t have complete control over ye magic, do ye?”

“Well…no,” I admitted.

“We need to keep our eye out. We shouldn’t tell anyone what we have discussed. If we be on board with a monster that is hiding, then we don’t need to let it know we know…savvy?”

“I guess,” I said slowly.

“I agree,” said Mesha enthusiastically.

“After we finish here, we need to go to the Western Isle. I be sure that is where Piers took the ship,” said Cinn. “There is a small island off the main coast called the Hag’s Nose.”

“Then we go to Sanctus?” I asked.

“Aye, Master Max, then we head to Sanctus.”

The three of us climbed up to the deck. Thomas was standing at the bow talking to some of his crew, and I noticed the ship was not moving. I walked to the rail and saw we were anchored next to an island with a massive snow-capped mountain jutting from the island interior. A broad beach stretched before us, and a primitive-looking village was built near the shore, with huts made of long grasses and branches.

All my thoughts of monsters and bad dreams faded as I thought of my mom. We arrived at Plante de Vindecare, and her spell could finally be broken with the six sea gods’ blessings.


Chapter Twelve

THOMAS JOINED us at the rail. “We are here, Max, and apparently, we were expected.”

“Eleepo must have come before us and given them a message,” I replied. The dream from earlier in the morning played in my mind.

“I don’t think it was Eleepo. I haven’t seen her since we picked up your dinghy,” replied Thomas. “Early this morning, the natives of the island brought us fruit and bread. That was before we discovered…the men hidden on the deck.”

I assumed he was talking about the sailors that had been found drained of life.

“They were hidden?” Cinn asked.

“Yes,” said Thomas in a grim tone. “They were stashed under some of the rigging and ropes.”

“I am very sorry to hear about your men,” I said in a somber tone. “I can’t express the gratitude I have for you and your men risking your lives for my friends and me.”

“We do it with honor,” said Thomas. I noticed a small bee tattoo on the inside of his wrist. He was a member of the thieves’ guild, which made sense.

“You said that the people on the island were expecting us?” I tried to redirect the conversation from the horror of what had happened overnight.

“Yes, like I said, they brought us food, which is now stored in the hold.”

“There be food…real food on this vessel? Why didn’t ye let me know immediately? If ye’ll excuse me, I need to prepare a snack before we depart fer the island. Mesha, if ye wouldn’t mind accompanying me, I need ye to help me prepare a proper meal.”

Cinn grabbed Mesha’s arm to lead her away, and she shrugged at me as they passed.

Thomas gave a strained smile and continued. “The natives had a message for you.” Thomas handed me a small rolled piece of paper with a ribbon tied around it. The roll was sealed with red wax and the impression of a bee. I looked up in surprise at Thomas.

“I didn’t open it, as I had instructions to hand it to you, and only you.”

I broke the seal and unrolled it. My heart sped up as I read the letter.

 

Dearest Max,

We await you in Hag’s Nose. We send the prayers of the six sea gods for you and your mother. We will see you soon.

Anya and Sal

 

“They’re alive,” I shouted. “I can’t believe it. They’re really alive.” A lump formed in my throat, which threatened to make me cry.

“Who’s alive?” asked Thomas.

“My friends Sal and Anya,” I replied. “The last time I saw them was at the Witch Queen’s palace in the Niman jungle. The Twilight Army was advancing, and Sal had been injured. She is a three-eyed seer and had said it was her day to die. She was sure of it, but I believed in my heart that I would see her again. Anya is an assassin and helped my father escape the Jade Palace.”

Even in my excitement, something was not connecting.

“Was there any other message?” I asked.

“No,” said Thomas.

“Then how did they know I was coming here or that we planned to go to Hag’s Nose? They weren’t with me when I found my mother in Arctus.”

Thomas frowned. “I don’t think I have to tell you to be careful, Max. There is a monster on board my ship, and I intend to root it out. I will not be accompanying you on the island. I believe I should stay here and watch the ship. If there is any sign of Abad or the Guild, I will need to hide, but I will find you.”

My stomach dropped. If the ship was captured or anything else went wrong, I might be stranded, or worse, my friends and I could be dragged back to Harsu.

“Don’t worry, young Max, you will have your friends with you. Although I have to be honest, I am not sure I trust those twins. Something about them doesn’t seem right. I know you believe that they are your sisters, but I have two men who died last night, and those two are my prime suspects.”

My anger flared at the accusation, but I took a couple of deep breaths. “I understand where you are coming from, Thomas, but I disagree. Those girls are not killers.”

“Are you so sure, Max?” asked Alba. “You barely know them. I can say that they can turn into a two-headed fire-breathing dragon, which makes them dangerous. Keep an eye out. Something doesn’t feel right here, and a letter from two women whom you say should probably be dead in a jungle doesn’t make me feel any better.”
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Two strange canoes floated next to our ship. A long thin pole was attached on either side of the boats and floated in the water. I supposed that they were to help balance the extremely narrow vessels.

Four rowers sat in the middle of the canoes. They wore tall headdresses made of leaves and flowers, with matching armbands on their upper arms.

Thomas leaned over the side of our ship and talked to one of the men in a language I did not understand. There were a lot of hand gestures and guttural tones.

“What are they speaking?” I whispered to Cinn, who was standing next to me.

“That be Etali,” replied Cinn. “It be the native tongue on many of these smaller islands.”

“Do you understand it?” I asked.

“Aye,” replied Cinn. “Right now, Thomas is negotiating whether they are going to eat us or have us as guests for dinner.”

“Are you serious?” I gasped.

Cinn suppressed a laugh. “Ye are too easy to trick, Master Max.”

I nudged Cinn with my elbow. “What are they really saying?”

“It is a ceremonial greeting. Thomas is asking for our safe passage to the island. He promises them that they will be paid in salt and pepper. He is trying to get ‘em to lower their price. I’m impressed as he is doin’ it in true Spice Pirate form.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve seen what we have in the hold. We don’t have any salt or pepper aboard.”

“What happens when they figure out he was lying?” My heart was beginning to climb to my throat.

“Remember me comment about being a part of their dinner?” Cinn said with a grin. I was not sure if he was fooling with me again or not.

Mesha was walking from the direction of the decks below, and the twins were heading down from the cabin with a litter carrying our mother.

“Ye see that mountain there?” Cinn pointed at the snowy peak dominating the island. “That be where ye will find yer healers. When we go ashore, we will need to find a guide. We will have to take turns for now carrying yer mom.”

Mesha arrived with a small pack on her back. “Max, are you ready for this?”

“As ready as I can be,” I said with a bit of hesitation.

It took some maneuvering to get my mom into the boat. The twins were strong and determined. Cinn, Mesha, and I were lowered on a wooden plank and hopped into the other canoe.

“I am glad you can speak Etali,” I said to Cinn. The breeze felt nice as it rolled across the lagoon. The skies were clear, and the sun was hot upon our heads.

“I know enough to pass, Master Max,” replied Cinn. “Or at least enough to get us something good to eat. They have these large spits they cook meat on all day. Me stomach be rumblin’ just thinkin’ of it.”

I grinned. Cinn always navigated with his stomach.

“You mentioned needing a guide to get us to the healers?” I asked.

“Aye,” replied Cinn. “They be a few in the village, I be sure.”

“Have you ever met the people here?” Mesha asked, finally breaking her silence.

“A few times,” said Cinn. “They like to trade tonga fruits for salt and pepper.”

“What’s a tonga fruit?” I asked.

“Imagine a banana stuffed inside a coconut.” I tried to imagine it, and while it sounded tasty, the image of a banana crammed inside a coconut was less appetizing.

“Is that what Thomas was negotiating for?” I asked.

“He be trying to get the chief to allow us to come ashore. Apparently, the Spice Guild was here looking for our ship before we arrived. The chief doesn’t love the Guild and would rather trade with Spice Pirates, but they also don’t want any trouble from the sultan. Captain Alba promised them four salt blocks and two grinders of pepper. I would say we need to make this trip quick. Savvy?”

Mesha and I looked at each other. Her anxious face mirrored how I was feeling.

When we arrived on the shore, a half dozen women waited for the canoes and pulled them up on the sand. They picked up baskets and offered garlands of brightly colored flowers, broad blooms of yellow and orange. A robust floral scent assaulted my nose when they placed the ring of flowers around my neck, and I sneezed.

The women smiled, and the men laughed. Next, the women held large globes with spikes all over them, although it didn’t seem to hurt their hands. The men who had been rowing the boat pulled long sickle-shaped knives from their belts. I stepped back, and my magic stirred in my stomach.

Cinn placed a hand on my shoulder. “Hold fast, Master Max,” he said. “This be a ceremony to welcome us to their home. Smile and don’t do anything to upset our hosts.”

The men held the knives above their heads and began chanting. The women joined in, and it was beautiful. Even though I couldn’t understand the words, I could feel the energetic emotions behind them, and I was moved.

Once the song was over, the men swung their blades and deftly removed the tops of the large spiky fruits the women were holding. They didn’t even blink and stood with joyous smiles. Each woman stepped forward and offered each of us their fruit. A smell of banana and something musty filled the air, and it was both sweet and a little rancid at the same time. I looked at a green-grey ooze jiggling inside the fruits.

“What is that?” I asked as I breathed through my mouth. The pungent smell was turning my stomach a bit.

“That be tonga fruit,” replied Cinn. “The smell takes a bit getting used to, but the taste is creamy and sweet.”

“I don’t know if I can eat that,” added Mesha.

“Ye see them blades,” said Cinn through his strained smile. “They aren’t only for cutting fruit.”

The natives looked at us with expressions of expectation. The twins were already dipping their fingers in the gloopy insides and placed them into their mouths. Both twins smiled and nodded. Mesha frowned at them, put her whole hand into her fruit, scooped out a handful of the jelly, and stuffed it into her mouth. Her eyes went wide. I held my breath.

“Mmm,” she said as she grabbed another handful. “You’ve got to try this… it’s delicious.”

I was not as brave. I pushed two fingers into the cold jelly and closed my eyes as I placed the goop into my mouth. The taste was nothing like the smell. It was a creamy mixture of pineapple, banana, and coconut.

“This is great!” I exclaimed.

“Did ye think I would tell ye it was good if it weren’t?” scolded Cinn. He scooped out handfuls as Mesha did, and I followed their example.

Once we were done, the women offered small bowls of water and rough cloth towels to clean our hands and faces. The feeling was much more festive as we were escorted to a small village built under some of the tallest palm trees I had ever seen. The natives relieved the twins of carrying Mom’s litter. The girls protested a little but allowed the natives to take their burden, but they didn’t stray far from our mom.

Cinn spoke with one of the women, who looked different from the others. She wore a multi-layered shell necklace and a headdress much more ornate and taller than the others. I couldn’t understand Etali, but their tone seemed civil.

In the middle of the village was a massive fire pit with a gigantic wild boar on a spit being turned above it. The smell of roasting pork made me hungry because the tonga fruit, while delicious, hadn’t filled me. We stopped walking, and our welcome committee walked away toward their seagrass huts.

“What’s going on?” I asked Cinn.

“There be good news, and there be bad news,” said Cinn. Before I could choose which I wanted to hear first, Cinn continued. “The good news is that we are invited for a celebration tonight. The food here be excellent, so ye be in fer a treat. This village trades with the healers camp. A group will be returnin’ late tonight, and they say that there be a guide with that lot who can leave at the rooster’s call in the mornin’.”

“Dare I ask what the bad news is?” asked Mesha.

“I promised them that the salt and pepper will be delivered tomorrow after we leave. I made up a story of rats that had to be dealt with in our hold, and they seemed to accept that tale. So, we be fine goin’ to the healer’s camp, but not so good comin’ back.”

“Great, Cinn,” replied Mesha. “How are we going to get around that?”

“I suppose if things get pokey with their knives, we do have a dragon.” We all looked at the twins, who were distracted as they tended to our mom on the other side of the fire pit.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I replied. “I don’t want anyone hurt or killed if at all possible. These people are taking us at our…well, your word. They have a right to be angry, but I don’t think it will lead to bloodshed.”

“These people love their salt and pepper, Master Max. I have seen people killed for less than we offered them. This be Captain Alba’s fault; he be the fool who promised them to begin with.”

Liana joined our group. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes…yes, of course,” I lied. “We have been invited for a celebration and dinner tonight. Isn’t that delightful?”

“What of our mother then?” Liana was frowning.

“We can’t leave now because the guide doesn’t arrive until late, so we will leave in the morning.”

Liana nodded. “Where shall we sleep? We can’t leave our mother outside.”

“The chieftess is having a few huts prepared fer us now, lass,” replied Cinn. “Ye can leave Bettina there; she be safe.”

“Machrees and I will watch over her,” insisted Liana.

“I’ll bring you some food then and help you later,” I offered.


Chapter Thirteen

WE SETTLED INTO OUR HUTS, each with a washbasin made from the hulls of tonga fruit and a thick grass mat to lay on. I took a nap, and I awoke to drumming. The hut was pitch dark, and I had to feel my way out. There was an even larger fire now, as the wild boar had been removed and placed on a long table.

Villagers were dancing in the sand around the fire, and as I approached, I could see Mesha among them. She was wearing striped orange and yellow paint on her face. Her eyes were bright in the fire, and she was laughing. I hadn’t realized how much of her light had faded in recent days. Cinn was in line for food, which wasn’t a surprise. He waved me over.

“Ah, Master Max, ye have decided to join us. The pork be divine,” Cinn said.

“You already had some?” I marveled.

“Aye, yes, this be my third…no fourth, helping.”

I laughed. “Just leave enough for everyone else.”

“I can’t make any promises,” Cinn said as he cut a chunk of the pork and put it on a giant banana tree leaf. There was rice, tonga fruit, and tiny crunchy bites of something I couldn’t identify. Cinn and I sat on a log near the fire and listened to the drumbeat as we ate.

“These crunchy bits are delicious,” I shouted over the drumming to Cinn. “Do you know what it is?”

“Ants.” I looked over at him mid-bite.“They are fried banana tree ants, to be more on point. They are a delicacy here. We are truly honored guests. I thought of asking fer a little salt to put on them, but I thought that be pushin’ our luck.”

I choked down the mouthful of the ants and was suddenly not hungry. “You can have the rest of my ants. I want to bring the twins some food.”

“Suit yerself,” said Cinn as he dumped my food onto his almost empty leaf.

We didn’t dance on the farm in Paradisi, although I did go to some festivals at the docks a couple times a year and watched men and women dance together as musicians played their violins, flutes, and drums. I never tried to join them because I was not the most graceful teen, and I would more than likely step on someone’s foot or crash into a musician. I did enjoy music and often clapped or tapped my feet, but dancing was a bit beyond my comfort.

Mesha was barefoot, and her feet moved with smooth, practiced rhythms. She looked like she was having fun, and under the current circumstances, she deserved it.

Two oil lamps were burning in the oversized hut. It had a bed instead of just a mat, and two hammocks were strung in the corners.

“It looks like you got better accommodations than we did,” I said to the twins as I entered their open door with the food. “Here, I brought you some food as promised. But I have to warn you, those little crunchy bites are fried ants.”

“Sounds delicious,” said Machrees as she took a big handful and shoved them into her mouth. I was horrified but remained silent.

“Max, you could stay with us tonight,” said Liana. “There is plenty of room, and the hammocks are comfortable.”

I remembered the last night in Thomas’s cabin and the terrible dream I had of a monster walking through the room.

“I’m good… really,” I said. “Do you have a plan for transporting Mom up the mountain tomorrow?”

“Goats,” said Machrees between bites of food. Liana had not touched hers. “Giant goats.”

“Goats from where?” I asked.

“They keep them in pens up the trail. They told us they could rig something for her to ride comfortably,” replied Liana.

“You talked to the people here? You speak Etali?”

The twins looked at each other with a quick glance.

“Yes,” said Liana.

“Why didn’t you tell me you understood them?” I asked.

“You didn’t ask,” replied Machrees in a flat tone. I didn’t know whether to feel impressed that they could speak the native tongue or concerned that they hadn’t told me.

“I suppose that’s true,” I said, and I let the matter go for the moment. “Do you know anything about these healers?”

“Nobles has traded with both these villagers and the healers atop Mount Krades, and so we learned how to speak Etali and many of the other languages of the Spice Islands.”

“So this mountain is called Mount Krades?” I asked.

“The people of this island have a different name, which is hard to pronounce,” said Liana. “Most of the other Spice Islanders call it Krades because it is believed that Krades, the god of the flowers and trees, lives here.”

Great…another god. I hoped if we ran into him, he would be friendlier than the last two we had encountered.
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It was early morning when I awoke in my hammock. Small gray slats of light shone through the woven grasses that made the walls and ceiling of the domed hut. I could feel the woven vines that made up the netting taut against my skin beneath me. I could not move and stared at the ceiling.

I had the same sensation of being paralyzed, and my stomach tightened at the thought of the creature entering the hut. I reached within myself to activate my magic, but it was as paralyzed as my body.

There was a wet sound like mud dripping on stone followed by a scraping sound. Drip...drip...scrape...drip...drip...scrape.

I tried to will my eyes to turn toward the sound, but they wouldn’t obey. I could sense the noise getting louder as whatever was creating it shambled closer. And then it stopped.

I had this sense of something staring at me, and it was unnerving. I couldn’t move or cry for help.

Eleepo, can you hear me? I projected in my mind. Please...help me.

No answer came. I could hear raspy breathing and the smell of rot that I had whiffed the night before.

Please…I need help. There is something in my room, and I can’t move.

Whatever the thing was seemed to skitter away quickly.

I gasped as I woke up. This time, I could move. It wasn’t the disturbing dream I was in that woke me; it was someone screaming.

The door banged open, and early morning light flooded the small hut.

“Max, are you awake?” asked Mesha as she ran into the room. I sat up in my hammock. “We need to go…right now.”

I jumped to the floor, fully alert now.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“There’s no time to really explain. The guide is outside, and she is ready to leave, with or without us. Get your mom ready.”

I could hear wailing outside. A woman crying followed by a baby screaming.

I pulled on my boots and ran out of the hut. There were people everywhere. It looked like the entire village was gathered in the square. I couldn’t understand what they were saying to one another, but the hostile looks I received were clear.

Cinn walked up next to a woman wearing a thick woolen parka and fur-lined boots, which seemed out of place in the tropical heat.

“Ah, there ye be, Master Max. Let me introduce you to Ilk. She will be our guide up to the healers’ camp.”

Ilk had a stern face and nodded her head toward me.

“Did Mesha explain our…em…situation?”

“No, she didn’t,” I protested. “She ran in and out of my hut, saying we needed to go right away.”

I saw a woman across the square trying to calm her baby, with tears streaking her face. A few other women were beside her, with sympathetic looks.

“What happened to that woman?” I asked.

“It seems the monster from Captain Alba’s ship has followed us here, Master Max,” said Cinn in a low voice. “Three victims be lying drained in the square this morning, and one of them be that woman’s husband.”

Terror struck my heart. “Is it the Djinn? Here?” No matter where we went, the Djinn seemed to be with us.

“Aye, I’m afraid so,” said Cinn. “The locals don’t understand what has happened, but they are blaming us for it. Leaving is our best chance of survival right now.”

I ran to the hut where my mom and twins were staying. “Is she ready to go?” I asked in an urgent voice.

“Yes,” said Liana. “What is happening, brother?”

“I will explain on the way,” I said. “Let’s go.”

The twins picked up the poles on each end and lifted my mother off the cot.

We walked out of the hut. The chieftess who had greeted us the day before stood with her arms crossed and was in a heated discussion with Cinn. Cinn was waving his hands and pointing at us, and I didn’t like the expression of frustration on his face.

“What’s she saying?” I asked Cinn as we approached them.

“They believe the deaths from last night are our fault.”

They weren’t entirely wrong. While we had no direct connection to the Djinn, their presence in the village was somehow tied to us. The women standing next to the chieftess had carved clubs in their hands. My power began to slither awake. I looked over at the twins, but their flat expressions were unreadable.

“What do they want?” I asked.

“They want to tie us to poles, Master Max,” said Cinn grimly. “They want answers to what happened. They are unsure if we killed those men or if we angered Krades in some way. There be talk of…a sacrifice.”

“There won’t be any sacrificing today,” said Mesha defiantly. Her hands were balled into fists, and she was in a crouched position.

More of the villagers were around us, now forming a circle.

“Tell them they can have me,” I said. “Then you can take my mom to the camp.”

“No, Max,” Mesha said. “We aren’t leaving you behind.”

It was too late because Cinn was already translating what I said. The chieftess shook her head and pointed at Cinn and then at Mesha.

“What’s going on…what is she saying?” I asked. The women with the clubs stepped forward and grabbed Mesha and Cinn.

“No…no!” I shouted. “Let her go.” My magic sprung to life within me, and I could feel the pressure in my chest and down my arms.

“Stop, brother,” said Machrees. “They will not harm them.”

“They can’t,” I shouted. “Take me…take me.” I held out my open hands to the chieftess. I didn’t want to use my magic, but I would to free my friends. The chieftess shook her head and said something to Cinn.

“The chieftess says that she’ll keep hold of us ‘til ye return,” said Cinn. “She promises not to harm us, but she not be the trustin’ sort. So hurry back, savvy?”

Mesha was struggling, and I feared one of the warrior women would strike her. “I’ll stay here with you,” I protested. “The twins can take mom.”

My magic was making it hard to think straight. Mesha stopped struggling and said, “No, Max, you came all this way to help your mom. You need to take her the rest of the way. She is your responsibility, not theirs.”

The twins just looked at her with their odd, calm expressions.

“But…I can’t let anything happen to you,” I replied.

“Max, I can handle myself. I’ll be fine. Now go…go save your mom.”

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and pushed my magic back down into my belly.

The chieftess raised her hand, and the crowd of villagers parted to allow the twins and me to pass. I dared not look back as my heart was filled with anger and fear. I didn’t trust that I would not make good on my promise right then.

The sandy path led up a hill to a small short hut and a pen of the largest goats I had ever seen. They were the size of small horses and had long spiraling horns.

Our guide, Ilk, was tightening straps of a flat pack on one of the goats. I was thankful that the twins spoke Etali, or the trek up the mountain could be challenging. Liana spoke to Ilk for a couple of minutes and opened the door to the small hut. Inside were packs made of fur.

“We need to put these packs on, as it is freezing on top of the mountain,” said Liana.

I pulled one of the packs onto my back, and it was heavy.

“How are we going to manage these packs going up the mountain?” I asked. “Can’t we just use another monster goat?”

“Liana and I can turn into a dragon,” replied Machrees. “Do we look weak and helpless?”

“No, of course not.” My face felt flushed. “I just meant…I…”

“More goats will only slow us down,” inserted Liana. “Ilk says the path narrows at the top. None of us knows how to guide a goat, so we are going to take one. We need those packs because there is no sense in making it halfway up and freezing to death. Once we get above the tree line, we will wear the furs in the packs.”

As the sting of what Machrees said faded from my hot skin, I realized I needed to stop underestimating the strength and will of the women around me. It shouldn’t have been a huge revelation because my mom was a strong and independent woman.

My dad was away at sea a good amount of time, and my mother ran the farm primarily by herself. Her brother, Einon, came by at planting season to help with the crops, but my mom was hauling hay bales and large sacks of grain the rest of the time.

I once was cornered by a bull that had gotten loose from a nearby farm. I was cowering near our fence, and Mom jumped between me and the bull. She stood her ground and told that bull to go home. She didn’t have to say it twice because that bull turned tail and ran back to its owner.


Chapter Fourteen

FOR A GOOD PART of the morning, we walked in silence. The trail faded from sand to grass and stone, and the trees changed from palms to pines the higher we ascended. We stopped for a break and ate some dried tonga fruit and pork jerky. The tonga fruit strips were not as sweet as the actual fruit and had a strange sticky texture when chewed. On the other hand, the pork jerky was full of flavor—peppery, sweet, with a tiny bit of spicy hot.

My calves and shoulders were sore from the effort of hiking the trail. The twins seemed unaffected, and I found myself lagging behind them at times.

“How far is the camp?” I asked Liana. She translated, and Ilk pointed up the trail.

“Ilk says we should reach camp by nightfall but that we need to pick up the pace. We don’t want to be on the mountain path at night,” replied Liana.

“Why, what happens at night?” I had a habit of asking questions that I really didn’t want to know the answer to.

“That’s when the lightning drakes come out of their roosts,” said Machrees with a grin that made me feel uncomfortable. Even though the pair were twins, they had very different personalities, and it was becoming easier to tell them apart. Liana was quiet, nurturing, and sweet, while Machrees was impatient and forthright.

“What’s a lightning drake?” I gulped.

“I’ve never seen one,” answered Liana. “Ilk says they are human-sized bat creatures with leathery wings. They have this lightning inside them that they use to stun their prey. Usually, the prey falls off the mountain and dies.”

“They sound charming,” I replied.

“Do they?” said Liana with a confused expression.

“No, I was trying to be funny.” I laughed.

“Oh, I don’t think it is funny to be shocked and fall from a cliff,” replied Liana with a serious expression.

“Never mind,” I said. Apparently, sarcasm was not something they learned from their time with Baelia.

We put on our packs, and I groaned a little at the weight. The monster goat was chewing on every bit of grass and bush it could find. Ilk led the goat with short voice commands and light taps on its hindquarters. Ilk checked the bindings before we began our ascent once again.

I wanted the break the silence. I knew so little of my new sisters, and I had so many questions but was afraid to ask because I didn’t want to seem like I was prying or being disrespectful. So I tried a different approach to a conversation.

“The full moon is in two days, right?” I asked.

“Yes, I believe it is,” answered Liana.

“It’s the second moon, the rabbit moon, I think,” I said.

“Yes, it’s the second moon.”

“That’s what I thought. It is my fourteenth birthday,” I replied. “Mom and I had plans of having a small party at the house, and Dad promised he would be home. That seems like a different lifetime now.”

“How wonderful,” said Liana. “After the spell is broken, and Mom is better, we need to plan a party. Maybe…Dad could be there? Do you know where he is?”

I sighed. “I don’t. I was so excited to see him again. Everyone thought he had perished at sea, but he was hiding. He left me clues in a book, and I found him in the ice palace in Arctus. He helped save Mom.”

“Oh?” replied Machrees. “What book were the clues in?”

“It is this history book called Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. I thought it was this book he picked up during his travels, but it was his account of the first Djinn war.”

“That’s silly.” Liana laughed nervously. “He couldn’t have been alive during the first Djinn war.”

“Oh, you don’t know?” I said with wide-eyed surprise. “Dad is this really old sorcerer called Agus the Just.”

Both the twins stopped simultaneously, and there was a look between shock and pain on their faces.

“Your father is Agus the Just?” asked Machrees through clenched teeth.

“Yes,” I said tentatively. “Is there something wrong? And why did you say your father? He’s your father too.”

The twins were silent and looked at one another for a moment. I could swear they were communicating without words when they looked at each other that way.

A smile spread over Liana’s face. “Of course, he’s our dad…we were just a little shocked that you knew who he was.”

My magic slithered around my stomach as a warning. She was lying. They didn’t know he was Agus, but they did recognize the name.

“Where is the book?” demanded Machrees.

“I…uh…I fear I may have lost it in Nobles.” I was a terrible liar. It was still stowed on Thomas Alba’s ship, but my gut told me I didn’t need to tell them that. I began walking again and pushed the magic into my legs to make me walk faster. I would regret using my power this way later, but for now, I was anxious to get Mom to the healers. Mesha had been right all along; there was something off about the twins, and I had been too thick-headed to listen. Once Mom awoke, she would be able to shed more light on these two.

Even with my slightly enhanced speed, I could see the moon rising in the east as the sun began setting in the west. At the edge of the tree line was a small shack, and Ilk said something to Liana and pointed.

“This is where we change into our coats and boots,” said Liana.

Ilk hiked from the village in her fur-lined clothes, yet she was unaffected by the heat and didn’t even break a sweat. I felt the cold wind blowing against my skin. It wasn’t long ago that a cool breeze would have set my skin ablaze with coin-sized, red, itchy hives. Since tapping into my magic, the hives had all but completely gone away. There was still so much I didn’t know about my magic, how to use it, or what it was capable of.

One of the unique features of the monster goats was their feet. Instead of hooves, they had long claws. Now that we were climbing the narrow stone path leading to the top of Mount Krades, the goat’s claws dug into the rocks and crevices. They were made for this type of terrain, but unfortunately, my legs were not. I was tired from our almost non-stop trek up the mountain, and the steep rocky path made my calves burn. I was exhausted and had tapped out my magic to help me keep up the pace.

Ilk led the monster goat, followed by the twins, and I made up the rear. My bulky clothes made moving difficult. The boots gripped the stone, which saved me from slipping off the narrow path. On one side of us was a stone mountain wall, and on the other, certain death, as there was nothing between us and a plummet to the rocks below.

Looking back at me, Ilk frowned. I just couldn’t push my body any faster. The twins walked the path like they were strolling through an open market. The sun was almost completely melted into the horizon, heralding it would be dark soon.

From this height, the beach and the village were visible. Torches had been lit, and a bonfire was blazing. I prayed to the six sea gods Cinn and Mesha were safe.

Tiny snowflakes melted on my cheeks and nose, and the temperature was dropping. Ilk stopped for a moment and opened her pack. She pulled out four glass cylinders with a cork in each. Out of a small pot, she poured a gray powder into the cylinders and replaced the cork. She shook them, and the cylinders glowed a bright pink color.

“What are these?” I asked. There was liquid inside the long glass tubes, and as I held them up close, I spied small creatures swimming around and glowing.

“Glow krill,” answered Machrees. “At night, you can scoop them up from the surf. It seems the people here have been able to dry them and then bring them to life with water. Fascinating.”

“I agree,” I replied. “How much further?”

Liana asked Ilk and then said, “Ilk says less than half an hour… if we make it.”

“What do you mean if we make it?”

There was a screech from the cliffs overhead, and another screech answered a little further up the path.

“The drakes have caught our scent. We need to move fast and try to outrun them,” said Liana.

“Outrun them?” I said in an incredulous tone. My muscles were on fire as I tried to keep up. “How do you suppose we do that? I am going as fast as I can.”

The attack happened so fast, I could barely see what was happening. Shadows swooped around Ilk, and she dropped her tube. It tumbled into the void on our right. I couldn’t see past the monster goat, but I was pretty sure Ilk was down. The shadows came fast for the goat, but she fought back with her horns and clawed feet. If she fell, Mom would go over the side with her.

I thought my magic was depleted, but my fear seemed to feed it as it pulsed in my veins. I felt hot and sweaty in my furs like I was standing in the noonday sun on a beach. I could hear fluttering as things flapped around my head. Liana tried to calm the goat while Machrees crouched with her hands in front of her and her teeth bared.

Machrees’s face glowed an orange hue that distorted her cheeks and mouth. It was as if her face was elongating into a snout. She opened her jaws, and fire spewed forth into the night with a sizzle and crackle. In the flash, I could see dark bat figures flying all around us.

There were dozens of them, and they moved fast.

Machrees bellowed another spout of flame and caught one of the drakes on fire. It screeched as it hit the wall to our left and tumbled to the ground, writhing as it smoldered.

My magic had built up enough strength that I was ready to release it at the closest of the drakes to try to knock them out of the air. Before I could release it, a hammer made of fire hit me from behind, and I fell to my knees; my magic drained from the pain pulsating through my body.

I tried to get up, but then a hammer blow hit my leg from behind. I slipped and rolled toward the edge of the trail. My arms and legs were not responding. One of the drakes landed next to me. I could see its mouth, full of tiny needle-like teeth, as it hissed at me. It slowly crawled toward me with its legs and webbed arms. I couldn’t scream out loud, and I couldn’t escape. I was paralyzed like I had been in my dreams, and I was terrified.

Please, someone, help me, I projected from my mind.

Machrees was on her knees now, and the orange glow was fading from her face. Liana had managed to get Mom free, and the monster goat tumbled off the cliff.

Another drake joined the first, and they began snapping at one another. I supposed they were fighting over which of them was going to eat me.

Fear not, Max, said a familiar voice in my mind. Help is on the way.

Eleepo? I asked.

In a swift blur, something snatched the two drakes, and they were carried off into the blackness of night. More high-pitched screeches as more drakes were snatched out of the air and disappeared, but it was too dark to see what was grabbing them.

Machrees was lying on the ground, motionless. Liana had her body over Mom’s, trying to protect her. The fluttering sound of the drakes faded quickly, and all was quiet on the mountainside. Now that my magic was depleted, I could feel the bitter cold of the wind against my face.

Eleepo? I projected. Are you out there? We are going to freeze to death if we don’t get help. I can’t move. I think I was hit by some of those lightning drakes. Machrees is down too, and Liana has Mom with her.

Nothing but the sound of the wind blowing through the rocks. Eleepo, please. We are going to die out here.

Still nothing, and then there was the wooshing of large wings as Eleepo landed where the two drakes had been only moments before.

I’m sorry, Max, we had to make sure there were no more drakes, said Eleepo clearly in my head.

We? I asked. Who else is out here?

I heard you call me the last couple of nights while I was visiting my clan in the aeries on Middle Island. Much is happening in the three seas right now, Max. I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.

So you flew here? How did you find me?

It is not hard to find you, Max. Your magic is like a beacon for any other magical creature…a lighthouse shining in the night.

You never answered my question about the others with you, I prompted.

I heard more wooshing of wings all around me, and four harpies landed. It was difficult to see them clearly.

“You get into a lot of troublesss, Max,” said Iona.

“We can’t leavesss you alone for long,” said Trista.

“Iona? Trista? What are you doing here?” I replied. “I wasn’t sure you escaped that Djinn that night in Shafara.”

“We did,” said Iona. “We mussst get you to sssafety.”

“How far is it to the camp?” I asked.

Not far, said Eleepo. But those drakes won’t be gone for long, and I am afraid there will be more next time.

“We can carry you,” said Trista.

“Great,” I said, “Please be careful with my mom and my sisters.”

“No,” said Iona in a stern tone. “Just you.”

I shook my head. “I can’t leave them here. You have to help my sisters, and my mom is under a spell.”

“Not your mom, and not your sssisstersss,” said Iona.

“Yes, Mom, and yes, my sisters,” I responded. I crossed my arms. “I am not leaving without them.”

Iona reached me with such speed, it was a blur. She wrapped her arms around me and flew upward into the snow clouds.

“No…no…you can’t,” I said. My magic began to stir. Now wouldn’t be a smart time to lash out, as Iona might drop me. “I don’t understand. Why are you doing this?”

“Mother fearsss for you,” said Iona in my ear. “Our brother sssent his bird. Bird saysss he heard you and that he knew where you were. Bird wasss right.”

I could feel Iona began to descend, and I could see torchlight below in what looked like a flat clearing. We landed, and Iona released me. I grabbed the nearest torch and began looking for a path.

“What are you doing?” asked Iona with her head cocked. “You are sssafe now.”

“I might be safe,” I snapped. “But my family isn’t. I need to find them.”

“You can’t go,” said Iona. “It’s too dangerousss. We promisssed mother and brother that we keep you ssafe.”

“The safest thing for me right now is to bring my sisters and mother here because if you don’t, I am going back down the mountain. You’ll have to keep retrieving me. Does that sound safe to you?”

Iona turned her head left and right, looking at me. She then spread her wings and shot off into the sky.

“Max?” said a woman’s voice from behind me. There was a lone woman wrapped in a long fur coat, but I recognized her nonetheless. My heart skipped, and I went running to Anya, who had her arms open. I began crying because I was so happy to see her.

“But… how? You’re here…but…” I knew I wasn’t making any sense. Anya held me tight until I could get my thoughts and emotions under control and take a deep breath.

“I got your note. Does that mean Sal is here too?” I asked, looking around.

Anya laughed. “I’m afraid not. She wasn’t keen on being transported by the harpies. In hindsight, perhaps she was right. I was in a basket like the one you were in when you left the Niman jungle. That was one terrifying ride. I was in the clouds, and there was nothing but the sea below. I hope we can return to the Western Isle by ship.”

“Yes…we all can…” My reunion with Anya had distracted me. “Anya, you have to help me. My mom and my sisters are hurt down the mountain trail. The harpies wouldn’t bring them here, and Iona grabbed me when I refused to leave them.”

“Oh my,” said Anya. “I arrived here a couple of hours ago, but I can’t understand the language the people speak here.”

Anya looked around. There were huts similar to those on the beach, except these were covered with furs rather than grass. Some people were looking out from their huts and were talking to one another while pointing at us.

“I’m not sure we will have the time to explain to them that we need help, so I am afraid it is just you and me,” said Anya. “The problem is, I don’t know which way the trail out of here is.”

We used torches and found what looked like a footpath away from the camp. It was really dark, and the snow was picking up again.

“Are you okay in this weather?” asked Anya.

It took me a moment to understand what she was asking.

“We have a lot to catch up on,” I said. “I’m fine, and my skin doesn’t bother me like it used to.”

“Oh?” said Anya with a hint of surprise.

The path dipped, and my foot slipped. I screamed as I began falling into the darkness. I braced for impact, but instead, I felt strong arms wrap around me and pull me upward.

“Trouble you are,” said Trista as she placed me back on the path next to Anya. “Go back now.”

Trista was right; the path was too treacherous, and so we returned to the clearing.

The twins and Ilk were huddled in the snow, surrounding my mother’s litter. Eleepo and the other harpies watched on with curious head tilts.

“You were right,” said Iona. “You were not sssafe, becaussse you wouldn’t leave them. But you are not sssafe with them here either.”

I was confused. “What do you mean?”

“Girlsss are not girlsss…mom isss not mom.”

“Of course they are,” I insisted.

“Girlsss made of magic,” said Trista. “Like usss. Like you…”

Now they were making sense, “Yes, they are magic like me. It’s because they are my sisters, and our father is Agus the Just.”

Iona did her curious cocking of the head. “Magic yesss. Created yesss. Not like you.”

“I think you’re confused. They are here to help our mother.”

The twins were kneeling next to Mom and were tucking in the furs laid on top of her that had come loose. I walked over to them and said, “I am so thankful you made it. Are you okay, Machrees?”

“Yes, of course,” she said with a short bark. “We need to get Mom someplace warm.”


Chapter Fifteen

PEOPLE CAME OUT OF THEIR FUR-LINED huts and talked to Liana as Anya, and I waited to see what would happen.

“I am so glad you are here,” I said to Anya. “I was so worried that you didn’t make it when the Twilight Army attacked the temple.”

“I thought we were goners too,” said Anya. “We were lucky. When the Witch Queen did her magic thing on top of the temple, the army just dropped. A couple of the harpies grabbed Sal’s body, and I followed them into the temple.”

“But…she died?” I asked. “She said it was her time.”

“I have to be honest, Max. Magic scares me. I trust my hands, and a good blade in one is all I need. Magic is unpredictable, and the kind of magic the Witch Queen wields terrifies me.” Anya looked at the ground a few moments before continuing. “Sal was gone, Max. I swear by the six sea gods, she had passed. When the Witch Queen entered the temple, she said something like, This won’t do. She did something to Sal, and she sat straight up, gasping for air. I was scared that she had been turned into something like the Twilight Army.”

“Was she okay?” I asked.

“She was mad,” replied Anya. “I mean, really, really mad. She had been at peace with dying. She knew it was coming most of her life, and she was ready for it. The Witch Queen only laughed and told her that she should be grateful and that she still had a role to play in what was to come.”

“What did she mean by that?” I asked.

“The Witch Queen is hard to understand; she talks in riddles. I have felt like a mouse, and she is a cat that is playing with me. It’s been a tough few weeks, to be sure.”

“You’ve been there since I last saw you?” I was in shock.

“Yes, until a few days ago,” said Anya. “We have been staying outside in the Koloran camp, mostly. No one dares to leave the barrier, for fear the Djinn and their army are just waiting out there.”

“Why did you leave then?”

“We really didn’t have a choice. The Witch Queen summoned us to speak to her in the temple. Prince Abad was there and wasn’t exactly happy to see me again, but he remained silent. The Witch Queen explained that you needed us and that the prince’s hawk would lead the way. First, we landed in the Western Isle, and we were going to wait for you there, but then Eleepo said you needed us right away, and so here I am.”

“I have so many more questions,” I admitted.

“You are going to have to wait,” interrupted Machrees. I hadn’t even noticed she had joined us, and I wondered how long she had been listening. “My sister has talked to the healers here, and they said we could stay while they worked on the spell Mom is under. But they say that the harpies and the bird have to go.”

“Now wait just a minute, young lady,” said Anya.

Machrees walked right up to Anya, and their noses were almost touching. “And you…I don’t know you. The healers say you can stay, but I am not sure I trust you. You wear the mark of the thieves’ guild.”

Anya made a futile attempt to push her sleeve down to cover the small bee tattoo on her wrist.

“I’m not going anywhere,” said Anya. Her hand reached behind her on her belt.

“It’s fine,” I said and put a gentle hand on her arm. “Anya is a dear friend and has helped me when I needed it most. She was committed early on to helping my search for Mom, so I trust her.”

Machrees took a step back. “She needs to stay out of the way.”

“Is that some sort of a threat?” asked Anya, her hand reaching again behind her back into her belt. Machrees ignored Anya and walked back to Liana. The healers picked up my mom and took her to a large structure with a chimney with smoke pouring from it.

“Anya, she just trying to protect our mom,” I explained.

“You say they are your sisters. You never mentioned them, nor did your dad.”

“I know it’s a long story, and I am sure I will have plenty of time to catch up,” I said. Anya’s hand returned to her side. “I need to be with my mom right now. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be fine. There is a hut I was offered when I first arrived. Apparently, the harpies were able to communicate with them.”

“If they didn’t have a problem with you when you arrived, why do you think they want them to leave now?”

“Well, we only have the word of your sister on that.”

I didn’t reply, but she was right. My feelings about something being off with the twins revisited me. I believed that they were protecting Mom, as all their actions so far supported that. But the question of whether they were indeed my sisters was plaguing me. It didn’t help that the harpies said that they were created, but not like me. The sooner Mom woke up, the quicker I would have some answers.

“Max, come in,” said Liana. There was a large fire brazier in the center of the room. Above the brazier was a clay chimney that went through the roof. The heat from the fire made me want to take off my furs.

At least a dozen women in green robes sat in a semi-circle around Mom, who was placed on a cot in front of the brazier. I recognized Ilk as one of the women painting each other’s faces with white paint in lines and swirls.

“What are they doing?” I asked Liana, who was kneeling next to Mother, holding her hand. Machrees was standing at the foot of the cot with her arms crossed, and I couldn’t tell if she was angry or trying to look intimidating to anyone who dared come close.

“They are preparing for the ritual,” said Liana. “They are going to bring Mom back out of the spell.”

The women closed their eyes and began to chant. Their bodies moved back and forth to the rhythm of the words they were intoning. My magic began to move, and it hurt. It felt like I had eaten a bad clam, and I began to feel like I might vomit.

“I…I have to leave,” I said. “I don’t feel good.”

Liana tilted her head toward me. “But you can’t go. Mom needs you.”

“Mom doesn’t need me to get sick all over her,” I said. The heat of the fire was making me sweat, and my head felt like it was swimming. The pains in my stomach were becoming sharper, like tiny knives stabbing me from the inside. Ilk held up a black bowl, and in it was a green glowing. She held it high over my mom’s head. I didn’t know how much more I could stand.

Ilk held the bowl to my mother’s lips and poured it into her mouth.

“What is she giving her?” I asked.

“Green spice, of course,” Liana said.

I stood up and lunged toward the bowl, but Machrees quickly grabbed my arm with a steel-tight grip.

“What are you doing?” I said as I tried to pull away from Machrees. “They can’t give her green spice. It could kill her, or worse, it could turn her into a Djinn.”

“Relax,” said Liana in a calm voice. “They have to use something as powerful as the Djinn to break the spell.”

The room was spinning more, and I began to gag. I broke Machrees’s grip and ran out of the door. I made it out just in time and emptied my stomach onto the pristine white snow. I heaved a couple of times. The cool night air made my skin prickle slightly, but it still felt better than the heat of the temple house.

I was confused and scared. I didn’t know what the twins were up to or where the healers had gotten green spice. I stumbled around some of the huts calling out for Anya. I tripped and fell face-first into some hard frozen snow. It hurt, and my magic felt like it was trying to rip its way out of my body.

My vision was hazy, but I could make out Anya standing over me.

“Max…Max…” said Anya as she tried to help me to my feet. “Are you okay? Your nose is bleeding.”

I reached up to my nose and felt instant pain when I touched it.

“Ouch,” I cried.

“What’s the matter? What happened?” Anya asked in an alarmed tone.

“They are giving Mom green spice,” I said. “You have to help me stop them.”

“Are you okay to walk?” asked Anya. “I’m going to need my hands free.”

I could feel some of my strength returning, and the sick feeling was fading. I tried a couple of steps. While wobbly, I could walk. “Yes, I think so,” I replied.

Anya reached behind her back and produced two long, thin blades. The handles were wound leather, and the spear-shaped blade looked sharp.

“Lead the way,” prompted Anya. I half trotted, half stumbled my way to the temple house. As we entered, Anya readied her blades, but what we saw inside made her drop her arms.

Sitting up on the cot was my mom, with a weak smile and open arms.

“Oh, my little bear,” said my mom. “You have rescued me.”


Chapter Sixteen

I RAN into my mother’s embrace. I felt the world I had been holding on my shoulders slip away. Everything was going to be okay again. We would find Dad, and we would return home. And then? There was plenty of time to consider that later.

“Mom, are you okay?” I asked as I looked her over. “Is the spell broken? Is it really over?”

Mom looked at me and said, “Yes, Max. I am going to be just fine. And look, you found your sisters. How wonderful.”

My breath caught in my chest. There was something wrong with how she made that statement. She seemed too accepting of the situation—like it was natural that I had twin sisters she had never mentioned.

“Mom. Why didn’t you ever mention that I had sisters?”

At first, Mom’s face was blank, like she had not heard the question or was staring off into the far horizon. Then a smile formed on her face as if there was nothing at all wrong.

“Oh, little bear, there is so much we need to talk about, isn’t there? We will have plenty of time to talk. I am just happy we are all together.”

This was all wrong. The person sitting in front of me looked like Mom and sounded like Mom, but she was not acting like Mom. She seemed too calm and happy. Mom was way more intense than this.

“Are you sure you are okay, Mom? You don’t seem quite yourself.”

“Well,” Mom began. “Your sisters were telling me how I’ve been under a spell by that terrible Djinn queen.”

“King,” I corrected. “It was the Djinn king.”

Again there was a moment with the blank stare. Could it be just the residual effect of the spell?

“Maybe you’re right, Max. My mind seems to be a little mixed up right now.”

“Let’s get into one of the huts where it is more comfortable,” I said. “It’s so hot in here, and it smells funny.”

I looked over at Anya, and she had her arms crossed and was staring hard at my mom. Perhaps Anya sensed something was off as well. I looked around the temple and noticed all the healers were gone.

“Where did everyone go?” I asked Liana, and she looked around the room.

“I don’t know,” replied Liana. “Perhaps they needed rest after the ritual.”

“About that ritual,” I said. “It made me sick like it was doing something to my magic…something bad. Did you feel it?”

“I didn’t feel anything,” inserted Machrees. “Perhaps it was the heat or the herbs they were burning.”

“I think it was that green spice they gave her,” I said. “That stuff is evil. I read that green spice is the source of the Djinn’s power, so I don’t understand why the healers used it.”

“I told you,” Machrees snapped, “they needed something powerful.”

Mom stood up and put her hand on my shoulder. “Children, stop. I love that you are together, but I am not enjoying the bickering. Max is right –I need to find a bed.”

Anya stood between us and the door, and it didn’t seem like she was moving.

“Max, dear,” said Mom. “You haven’t introduced me to your friend here.”

“My name is Anya. I am a friend of your husband. We worked together.” Anya’s voice was tinged with steel.

“Oh,” said Mom. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember him mentioning an Anya from the Spice Guild.”

Anya raised her eyes a bit from this comment.

“Well, you know…there are so many of us,” said Anya. “I was friends with Sam Sturgeon, his first mate.”

“Oh, of course,” said Mom. “Any friend of Sam’s is welcome.”

Anya stood aside as Mom, and the twins made their way out of the temple, but Anya’s hand grabbed my shoulder as I began to follow.

“A moment, please,” she said in a whisper.

“I’ll catch up with you in a minute, Mom.”

Once they left the temple, Anya walked around the room.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Looking for another exit,” said Anya.

“Why?”

“Your sister said that the healers left. Where did they go? When we came in, we didn’t pass anyone, so where did they all go?”

I thought about it a moment.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

“You said they were giving your mom green spice to revive her? Why would they do that? Green spice comes from only one place that I know: the mines under the Jade Palace. So where did they get it from?”

“What are you suggesting?” I asked.

“I’m suggesting that something…no, a lot of things aren’t right here. They sent away the harpies, they use strange green spice magic, you get sick being near it, and now, your mom is fine. Except, I don’t think that’s your mom.”

I suppose that a couple days before, I would have been defensive about Anya’s suggestions. Now, I was having some doubts.

“What makes you think that isn’t my mom?”

“First, Bettina and I have met before. Yet your mom acts like she doesn’t know me. She mentions the Spice Guild, even though she was a part of the thieves’ guild with your dad. She talks about him in the present tense, but how does she know he is still alive?”

“All of those are good questions,” I admitted. “But maybe she is just confused. She’s been under a powerful spell for almost two months now.”

“I would agree, but she lied to me.”

“When?”

“I mentioned your dad’s first mate, Sam Sturgeon. Max, Thomas Alba was his first mate. I just made that other name up.”

“Maybe she was just being polite,” I offered weakly.

“Max, your mom is tough and is a straight shooter. She wouldn’t lie and pretend to know someone to be polite.”

The weight that I had felt lifted when seeing my mom sitting up and smiling was pressing back down on me.

“I’m an assassin, and we live by our intuition, and it is what keeps us alive. My tuition says, those are not your sisters, and that is not your mother.”

“What if you’re wrong?” I said defiantly. I couldn’t accept being a fool that believed the twins and even hurt Mesha over it.

Mesha!

“Anya,” I said in a panic, “I almost forgot. Captain Cinn and my friend Mesha are back at the village at the bottom of this mountain, and they thought that we had something to do with the deaths of some of their people.”

I took a few deep breaths and looked at the floor. What could we do?

“Max…focus,” said Anya.

“They are being held until we return; at least that is what the chieftess said. Thomas Alba is waiting with a ship offshore to take us to the Western Isle.”

“Thomas Alba is here?” said Anya with some excitement in her voice. “He’s alive?”

“Yes, he saved us in Nobles and brought us here,” I said.

“We need to get off this island Max,” said Anya. “It’s not safe here. But how? It’s night, and that trail is impassable.”

“I got it!” I began to form a plan in my head.

“You’ve got what?” asked Machrees. She was standing with Mom and a few of the healers who were carrying spiked clubs.

“Step away from my son,” said Mom.

“What?” said Anya. “No. I will do no such thing.” Anya’s knives appeared in her hands.

“Max, I don’t know who this lady is,” said Mom. “Or what kinds of lies she is telling you. She was no friend of your dad’s, I can assure you.”

I was so confused now. The woman standing next to Machrees seemed more like Mom. Confident and no-nonsense.

“I don’t know who or what you are, lady,” said Anya. “But you are not Bettina. Bettina and I have met and worked together before, and you’re not her.”

“Max, this woman is filling your head with nonsense,” said Mom, holding out her hand. “Come to me, please.”

“What was the thing Dad gave me before he left that last time?” I asked.

“We don’t have time for this, Max,” Mom said, shaking her hand for me to take it.

“Answer the question,” I replied. “What was it?”

“It was…” Mom paused and got a funny look on her face. “I don’t remember…my memories are mixed up.”

She shook her head as if to clear it. Mom fell to one knee. “Please, son. Please come with me. I need your help.”

Anya grab my arm and pulled me back. “I don’t know what she is, but that is not your mother.”

I was torn. Mom was acting odd, but what if it really was the spell that was jumbling her thoughts and memories? What if Anya was the enemy all along, or what if she was a spy for the Witch Queen?

“Mom…I don’t…” I began but never completed the thought.

The temple roof exploded in a shower of wood and furs, which crashed down into the fire in the center of the room and immediately blazed into a ball of flame. Mom and the twins backed out of the temple, holding up their arms to protect themselves. I felt something grab my shoulders, and I was airborne.

“You need ssso much care, Max,” said Trista. I could see Iona gripping Anya.

“Wait, we need to go back,” I insisted. “My mother and sisters are down there.”

I could see the temple was fully engulfed in flames, but I couldn’t see anyone around it.

“Not mother. Not sistersss,” said Trista.

“Why do you keep saying that?” I cried.

“Becausssse itsss the truth,” said Trista as we flew into the darkness away from the camp.

“Where are you taking us?” I asked.

“To Cinn,” said Trista.


Chapter Seventeen

MY BODY ACHED, and my head hurt as we descended quickly from the peak of Mount Krades. We flew over the dark forest that I had followed Ilk and the twins through just hours before. I wanted to lie down and sleep as exhaustion swept over me. I would have taken a nap, but the idea of waking up while suspended by talons in the air terrified me.

I wasn’t close enough to talk to Anya. I could barely make out her shape in the gloom, and only when the moon peeked out from the clouds above us. My mind was a jumble of thoughts mixed with anger, terror, and regret. I was a mess. So many things I had seen and heard the past couple of weeks were colliding with one another.

If I hadn’t rescued Mom from the ice in Arctus, then who, or what, had we been transporting? If she wasn’t my mom, the twins weren’t my sisters, but I didn’t know why they were lying to me. I couldn’t piece everything together, but my loyalty to the twins and my mom had put all my friends at risk. And for what? For some creature to toy with me? It just didn’t make sense.

On the other hand, if it was really my mom and sisters I had been with, I may have left them to die in a fire. I remembered my dad’s message: “Trust your heart.” Right now, my heart said I needed to return to Cinn and Mesha and somehow free them and leave this island.

Everything stopped. There was no warning and no transition from being in the sky to being seated on a tree stump in a dark forest.

There was a fire crackling before me and some lanterns with what looked like giant fireflies illuminating the clearing I found myself sitting in. Trista was nowhere to be seen.

Who is he?

Why is he here?

What is he?

Voices were overlapping in my head in whispered tones, asking questions and creating pressure in my head.

Is he magic?

Who is his mother?

Can he see us?

“Stop,” I shouted as more voices added to the noise, filling my head. But the questions continued one on top of the other. I held my skull, feeling like it would explode. My magic quickly slithered inside me and crawled into my throat, which tightened and made it difficult to breathe.

“I said STOP!” I shouted as magic that had built in my throat was released. And the voices stopped, and the forest became was silent. Not even a cricket stirred. I stood up and looked around, trying to get my bearings. I assumed I was in the jungle that covered the base of Mount Krades, but I couldn’t be sure. There was no visible trail. The full moon was lower in the sky than it had been when I was flying. How long had I been here?

“Hello?” I shouted. “Is there anyone out there?”

An eerie hush was my only reply.

Eleepo, I said in my mind. I need help again. I think I am in the woods on Mount Krades. Maybe Trista dropped me, although I don’t feel injured.

You speak to animals? asked a voice in my mind. This one was more distinct, a deep male voice that vibrated in my temples.

He speaks to the animals.

He is dangerous.

He must be destroyed.

Unnatural.

It was the voices again, and they were building.

“Please stop all those voices,” I said. I could feel my magic building again. “I just want to get to my friends.”

The voices stopped again, and the deep voice said, “We are Krades, the spirit of the leaf and twig. We have many voices, yet we are one.”

The sea god, Krades? Great. This night could not get any worse.

“Why are you here?” asked Krades. The voice seemed to come from the woods now, and the ground vibrated with each word.

“I am sorry,” I said. “I am trying to leave, but I need to find my friends.”

There was a slight whispering, but it was low, and I couldn’t make out the words.

“We saw you climb and fly to our summit. The healers don’t like you. My drakes were hurt by you, and you shouldn’t be here.”

As the ground rumbled, I realized that I was in danger. Behind me were creatures pretending to be my mom and sisters, and with them were angry-looking healers with clubs. On the beach was a tribe who thought I was responsible for killing some of their people. And now, I was faced with another god— one I couldn’t see but was all around me. I wouldn’t go down without a fight, but how do you fight something you can’t even see?

“You are dangerous,” said Krades. This time the voice was booming from behind me.

“I’m not dangerous,” I replied. “I’m just trying to help my family and friends.”

He lies.

All lies.

The voices surged for a moment and then settled back into an unintelligible mumbling.

“I’m not lying,” I said. My magic was slithering and slowly building inside me because I couldn't control my panic. My power was strong but not strong enough to take on a god.

“You have magic,” said Krades. “Powerful magic, but you can’t control it, and that is what makes you dangerous.”

“I’m trying to control it,” I said. “I only found out recently that I had any magic, and it’s not as if anyone has taught me to use it.”

“You have killed with your power,” Krades said. The wind picked up, and the trees began to sway.

“I…uh…” This was not going well. My magic was pulsating in my arms now, and the hairs on my neck were beginning to stand on end.

“You will kill again, Max Daybreaker,” said Krades. “It is what you were created to do.”

I could see flashes of lightning, and thunder rumbled in the distance. I would run, but which direction? Where could I go?

“No,” I pleaded. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.” I was telling the truth. I never asked for the magic, and I didn’t exactly kill the Djinn; it was trapped in a bottle.

A lightning bolt cleaved a tree in half with a reverberating boom. I instinctively dove to the ground.

“Please,” I begged. “Take my magic, if you want. I just want to go home.”

The wind began to die down, and the lightning and thunder faded away into the distance.

“You bested my sisters in Nobles,” said Krades. “No ordinary human, let alone a boy, could have done that easily.”

Out of the woods walked a man with deer horns growing from his head. His body was covered in leaves and flowers, and his skin was a dark green color.

“I have had a good laugh about that,” said Krades.

“So you’re not going to kill me?” I asked.

“No, not today,” replied Krades with a laugh. “You wield potent and lethal magic, young Max. I had to be sure of what was in your heart because you were created as a weapon against the dark Djinn who roam these islands once more.”

“My mom and dad didn’t create me as a weapon,” I replied. “Until a few weeks ago, I was a farm boy, and the most lethal thing I ever wielded was an ax to cut the wood for the fireplace.”

Krades sat down on a stump near me, and vines crept up from the dirt and wove themselves into a throne. Pink flowers pushed their way between the vines and bloomed.

“My brothers and sisters have been watching you since you were born, Max. We have seen you grow and mature. We believe you are a weapon in the coming war because we have foreseen it. What we don’t know yet is whose side will wield you.”

His statement was a blow to my gut, and my magic withered back into its resting place.

“Whose side?” I asked in shock. “I would never side with the Djinn. They are evil and seek to enslave the world.”

“In nature, there is no clear concept of good and evil,” explained Krades. “A storm can flood a village with no ill intent. Humans perform acts of evil, for they are the ones who created evil, to begin with. You are on a dark path, even though I don’t think you can see it.”

“What do you mean?” I protested. “I only started my quest to find and save my mother.”

“Yes, I believe your intent was pure, but now, you are acting in your own self-interest. Consider how your actions are impacting those you say you care about.”

I was conflicted. Sure, Cinn and Mesha were in danger, and I supposed Thomas Alba was here because I asked him to bring me. And the crew of the Saucy Pig had been captured and almost destroyed by not one but two sea goddesses.

“My friends have helped me of their own free will,” I said finally. “I didn’t force them to do anything.”

“It is their loyalty and love for you that has put them in danger. The dark path has led you away from them and into the arms of a woman who you believed was your mother. But, now you have doubts.”

“I…I don’t know what else I could have done. I had to protect my family.”

“Yes, Max, your love for your family is strong, but I would ask you— would your mother and father wish you to betray everyone else in pursuit of helping them? Are these the parents who raised you?”

I wanted to ask how he knew so much about my life and what I was thinking, but then I remembered he was a god, and according to him, he had been watching me all my life.

Krades stood up, and the vines and flowers drew back into the soil beneath his bare feet.

“It is time for you to leave, and so I must say goodbye for now,” said Krades. He began walking back into the woods. “It was nice talking to you, Max Daybreaker. Remember we are watching you. You are too powerful for us to allow you to walk the dark path of the Djinn. Until we meet again.”

There was whooshing as Trista landed.

“Trouble again, Max?” she said and flicked her snake tongue at me. “Friendsss are waiting.”

“I’m sorry, Trista,” I said. “I didn’t mean to worry anyone. I was just chatting with the god Krades.”

“Like I sssaid…you are trouble.”
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Dawn broke as we landed in the village square. I was distracted by what Krades had said and hadn’t realized we had arrived until my feet touched the ground. Laughter was the last sound I would have expected. When I left, just the morning prior, the mood had been sad, tinged with hostility.

A large pot boiled in the center of the village with steam coming from it. Cinn had his sleeves rolled up while Mesha and Anya handed out large banana leaves filled with brown balls covered in white powder.

The scent from the bubbling pot made my stomach rumble –it was a mixture of sweet and cinnamon. Cinn scooped out some more small brown balls as Anya dusted them with the powder and handed the banana leaf to the next villager, who had a smile on her face. Two small children held onto the woman’s legs, and Anya gave her an extra leaf.

“What are you cooking, Cinn?” I asked.

“Ah, Master Max, yer just in time,” said Cinn as he reached into a large pot on the ground. He came out with what looked like five dough balls and plopped them into the pot with a sizzle. He threw in four more handfuls and then used a long paddle to move the balls around as they browned.

“I thought you were their prisoner?” I said with my head cocked. “Now you are their cook?”

“Funny story, Max,” Cinn said as he scooped the brown balls onto more banana leaves stacked next to Anya and Mesha. “The tribal chieftess was determined to execute us, and before they could follow through with their diabolical plan, I saw it.”

Cinn loved to tell stories and draw them out like a game. I knew he would not get to the point unless I played along. I looked over at Mesha, who caught my eye, and smiled.

“What did you see?” I asked, playing my role in Cinn’s story game.

“Why it be a basket of deer nuts,” Cinn said with a grin. He looked at me for a response, and I shrugged, which made Cinn’s smile fade. “Aw, come now, Master Max, ye have never tasted a deer nut?”

“I’m a farm boy, remember,” I said. “Very limited food choices on Paradisi.”

Cinn sighed. I had ruined his story game. “Deer nut, when ground, makes flour-like wheat. The village had baskets full of them, next to bundles of sugar flowers. I promised the chieftess if she spared us, just until you returned, I would make ‘em a culinary delight they would not soon forget.”

“You used the word culinary with them?” I asked. “Is there a word for that in Etali?”

“Stop poking at him,” interrupted Mesha. “He saved our hides, and my hands are raw from crushing and grinding sugar flowers and deer nuts. He added water and made a paste, and then, from some hidden pocket, he produced cinnamon and some other spices.”

“Wow, they sound amazing.” I reached for one of the banana leaves, and Mesha quickly snatched it away.

“No!” said Anya and Mesha at the same time.

“Why not?” I protested. “They smell delicious, and I’ve not eaten since last night.”

“I’ll make you some later,” Cinn said quickly, and he looked down at his almost empty pot.

“Mesha? Has everyone had at least one plate now?” Cinn asked.

“Yes, Captain,” she said with a mock salute.

“Then it will just be a few more minutes.”

By the conspiratorial looks on their faces, I could tell the trio was up to something.
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Someone fell on the sand and didn’t move. The villager had a smile on his face, but the people around him began to speak in agitated tones. Cinn gripped his cooking paddle, and I could see Anya reach behind her back. Mesha picked up a long curved blade that was hidden in the pile of banana leaves. I didn’t know what was about to happen, but I called up my magic, ready to fight our way off the island if I needed to.

But I didn’t need to.

One by one, in quick succession, the villagers dropped to the sand, all with the same silly smile on their faces. The chieftess was last. She took two steps, and down she went with a soft thump.

“What in the three seas have you done?” I said in horror. “You poisoned and killed the entire village? We could have reasoned with them. This is terrible…”

Cinn was laughing at this point, and the two women joined him.

“This isn’t funny,” I said. “This is cold-hearted murder.”

“Oh, me boy, there ain’t no killin’ here,” said Cinn. “It were me special ingredient—Purple Jewel Root.”

“Jewel root? What’s that?” I asked.

“Are you serious?” replied Mesha. “I learned about Purple Jewel Root from my sisters when I was only five. You slip a little in someone’s drink, and it’s nighty-night.”

“While my parents apparently are pirates and members of the thieves’ guild, they didn’t teach me any of their tricks,” I said in my defense.

“It’s okay, farm boy,” said Mesha as she ruffled my hair. “We’ll make you a proper thief yet.”

“How long will they be like that?” I asked.

“Well, your friend Cinn here wasn’t taking any chances,” said Anya. “He put enough jewel root in that batter to knock all of Harsu out for a week.”

“Will they be okay?” I asked as I leaned down and rolled the chiefess over on her back.

“Ye see their faces?” replied Cinn. “Nuthin’ but happy dreams. Ye see Max, good food wins the day.”

We walked down to the water and chose one of the small boats to row out to Thomas Alba’s ship, still anchored in the bay. Each of us took an oar and rowed. I could see the dark shapes of the harpies flying overhead.

Welcome back, Max, said Eleepo in my head. I’m glad you made it down the mountain safely.

“I did,” I replied as we were hauled onto the deck. “I need to rest.”

That is a good idea, said Eleepo. You will need all your strength and wits for what comes next.

“And what is that?” I asked, knowing I would dread the answer.

It’s the glass whales, Max. They have caught your scent again and will be upon you soon.


Chapter Eighteen

“WE NEED to get this piece of driftwood movin’,” Cinn barked at Thomas.

“I’d love to,” said Thomas calmly. “You didn’t happen to bring some more sailors back with you, perhaps? We barely made it this far, but if we need to push the ship faster, we need more crew to work the rigs.”

There was a thud on the wood behind me, and I didn’t need to turn around to know there were harpies.

“Our sistersss will help,” said Trista.

Thomas took a couple of steps back, obviously afraid of the harpies. “You…you know how to sail?”

“Our mother hasss taught usss many skills,” said Iona. Four more harpies landed on the deck.

“Well then,” said Thomas shyly. “Let’s get this tub moving, ladies.” With each order, Thomas’s tone became more assured.

“I’ll take the crow’s nest,” offered Anya, and she grabbed the rope ladder attached to the main mast.

Mesha and I went to the ship's bow while Cinn and Thomas went to the back. The few crew members Thomas had brought took their positions along the rigs. The harpies took up some of the ropes alongside the men.

“Heave…” yelled Alba. One of the harpies operating the winch pulled up the anchor while the sails snapped to attention. The boat jerked as Cinn and Alba pulled hard on the wheel, and the ship began to turn back toward the sea.

Eleepo, how long before the glass whales reach us? I asked.

It is hard to say, replied Eleepo. They have submerged. I estimate there are four of them in the pod.

I thought about my father’s ship inside a glass whale and how easily it had swallowed me. I was frightened by the idea of four of them. In the open sea, we could have a chance.

“I hope we don’t have to deal with the glass whales. Eleepo was a little vague on why they were hunting me,” I said to Mesha.

“I think it has some connection to the whale that swallowed you. Maybe they are mad that one of their pod members died,” Mesha replied.

“But that wasn’t my fault,” I protested. “I don’t know why that whale broke through the ice like that.”

“I believe you,” Mesha assured me. “You don’t have to convince me. I am just giving you my opinion on why they are pursuing you. For all we know, the Djinn could be controlling them somehow.”

The image of a Twilight Glass Whale made me shiver a bit. “I hope we will make it to Hag’s Nose before they find us.”

We remained quiet for a time, scanning the horizon for any sign of the glass whales or any other creature that might be chasing us. Mesha opened her mouth a couple times as if she was going to say something but then didn’t. After the third time, she finally said, “Anya said it was rough up on Mount Krades. That there was a fire…do you want to talk about it?”

I didn’t want to talk about it. The memory of the fire, and the twins, and my false mom was painful. I still had a tough time accepting that she wasn’t my mother or that the twins had been lying to me. My heart and my head were at war with one another.

“It…was,” I began.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you aren’t ready, Max,” said Mesha.

“No, it’s okay,” I said. “It was awful. I believe you were right about the twins. Maybe they were just pretending to be my sisters. And my mom…she was so different that I don’t think she was really my mom.”

“Are you sure?” Mesha asked.

“I’m not sure of anything. Since I began this journey, everything has been turned upside down. I don’t know what to believe or who to trust. I don’t trust myself anymore. I have made so many bad decisions that have put people I care about at risk.”

“You can trust me,” said Mesha. “Always.”

 

“I know,” was all I could say.

“Once we reach Hag’s Nose, what are we going to do?” asked Mesha.

“I have been giving that some thought.” I looked away. “I have something to confess first.”

“What’s that?”

“When Anya and I were returning off the mountain, I was sort of kidnapped by a god.” I knew that it sounded crazy saying it out loud, and it was so strange that I wondered if maybe I hit my head and had dreamt it.

“A what?” Mesha’s eyes went wide.

“Krades himself,” I replied. “He told me that the Djinn might try to use me as a weapon in the coming war.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Mesha replied. “You would never join them.”

“That’s what I said, but Krades said the power in me…could turn to darkness and that I already had some of that darkness inside me.”

“Max, your heart is good. You would do anything for those you care about. Cinn, Anya, Thomas, and I are loyal to you because of your heart. Don’t listen to some god that kidnapped you. The gods like to play games with mortals; you can’t trust them.”

“He said that the gods have been watching me and deciding what my fate will be.”

“Well, they can watch all they want. They will have to come through a lot of other people and me if they think they are going to hurt you.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “To answer your question about what is next, I think we stick with the plan. We recover the Saucy Pig, and we sail to Sanctus. Maybe my dad will be there, or by some miracle, Mom made it.”

“Then it’s decided,” Mesha said.

We scanned the horizon for signs of anything that might stop us from reaching Hag’s Nose. I took a deep breath and took in the salt air. It was comforting to know that I wouldn’t have to face it alone no matter what happened.
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“Well, I have some good news and some bad news,” said Cinn as he stirred a bubbling pot. I was amazed that no matter what situation we found ourselves in, Cinn always found a way to cook. What I didn’t enjoy was the good news, bad news guessing game. “The bad news is, we never really had a chance to restock for the voyage to the Hag’s Nose.”

“And the good news?” I asked.

“We have a lot of tonga fruit,” replied Cinn. “I do like tonga fruit, there be no doubt, but for three days, it might be gettin’ a wee old. I be stewin’ some now. If ye don’t like it, I don’t want to know.”

“I’m sure whatever you cook will be good, Captain Cinn,” said Mesha as she joined us. Cinn had made a simple kitchen in the hold. There was a small stove with a pipe that allowed smoke to escape. “I came down here because all the crew above can smell your cooking.”

“If we be swallowed by a whale, there be no sense in doin’ it on an empty stomach,” said Cinn. “Tonight, we be having some stewed tonga fruit surprise.”

“What’s the surprise?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

“The surprise is…” Cinn paused for dramatic effect. “It’s nothing but stewed tonga fruit. I don’t have anything else to thrown in unless ye wants to bring me a chicken or some other meat. Even me spices have run out.”

The last bit got my attention. Cinn always seemed to have some spice,  root, or herb stuck in his many pockets. The fact that he had run out of herbs was alarming. I was less concerned for myself because I had grown up without many spices. But for Cinn, it would be devastating.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Captain Cinn,” I said. “Couldn’t we troll for some fish?”

“Alas, no, Master Max,” lamented Cinn. “The ship be moving too fast. We don’t have any bait, and even we did, there be only green sharks in our wake, and they be too large to handle without some experienced fishermen aboard.”

“Tonga fruit stew will be just fine,” said Mesha. “It might get boring, but at least we won’t starve.”

“Ah, that’s a lass,” replied Cinn. “I like yer thinkin’.”
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For three days we ate tonga fruit. Stewed, boiled, grilled, raw, and any other way Cinn could think to prepare it. No one complained, at least not where Cinn could hear them. The skies grew dark in the afternoon, with glimpses of lightning bouncing between the thunderheads. Anya, Cinn, Mesha, and I stayed in the captain's cabin to discuss our thoughts of what our next moves would be.

“Barring them glass whales, I hope the Saucy Pig be ready to sail when we reach the port of Hag’s Nose,” said Cinn.

“I’ve never heard my dad talk about Hag’s Nose,” I said. “Is it a nice town?”

Anya and Cinn traded glances.

“It’s a pirate town,” said Anya. “Full of rogues, cutthroats, and assassins.”

“Sounds charming,” I said.

“It was where I grew up. It grows on you…kind of like a fungus,” said Anya.

Everyone chuckled.

“Are we agreed that we are all going to Sanctus then?” Mesha asked.

“It has been almost two months since I promised Bettina that I would provide safe passage to Sanctus for her and Max,” Cinn said. “I can at least fulfill that promise.”

My throat tightened a bit at the mention of my mom. I still could not shake the image of her looking at me across the fire at the temple. At least, the thing that was pretending to be my mother. Or maybe, it was my mom, and she was under some sort of spell from the Djinn, or perhaps the twins did something to her. It didn’t matter because she was gone. I thought I had rescued her in Arctus and that we had a chance of being a family again. My dad was out in the world, and I wasn’t sure when I would see him again, either.

I looked at the three people sitting around the table and realized that they were part of my family now, too. No matter what happened next, they would be there for me.

“I believe Mom, wherever she is, would appreciate your dedication to duty,” I said.

“Whatever I can do to be of service,” said Cinn.


Chapter Nineteen

THE WIND WAS BLOWING HARD, and waves were cresting over the sides of the ship. It felt like the world was dropping out from beneath my feet as the ship was tossed by the swells.

“Come on, you good for nothing sea dogs, get those sails down before the main mast snaps,” yelled Thomas Alba as he fought the wheel. Harpies and members of the crew stood side by side as they worked the rigs together. Any apprehension by the crew was gone, and they yelled to the harpies to heave. I held tight to the rail and climbed up to Thomas.

“Looks like it’s going to be a bad one,” Thomas yelled. “You better get back to the cabin and secure the door.”

I didn’t want to go back and face Cinn and the others at the moment.

“I want to help,” I yelled back as the wind was making it harder to hear each other.

“Fine,” said Thomas, “Help me hold this wheel. There are reefs in this area under the surface, and we need to keep her straight, or they might tear through the hull.”

I gripped the opposite side of the wheel and held on as hard as I could. Even our combined efforts seemed futile if we had to hold on for very long.

“How far are we from Hag’s Nose?” I asked.

“About three leagues, I am guessing,” said Thomas. Two of the harpies appeared in front of us. I hadn’t seen their approach because of the sheets of rain stinging my eyes.

“We will takesss the wheel,” one of them said. Thomas and I stood aside as the massive harpies gripped the wheel with their long curved claws. They seemed to have everything under control.

The ship rocked and shook during the storm, and I looked for a bucket because it made me feel sick. I held onto the rails and made a silent prayer to the six sea gods, although I wasn’t sure they would listen.

The ship rose and then suddenly dropped. There was a loud crack below deck, and Thomas winced. There was another impact to the vessel, and I would have fallen down the short staircase off the quarter deck to the main deck if it weren’t for one of the harpies grabbing my sleeve and hauling me back.

“You see the lights over there?” Thomas pointed past the front of the ship. Faintly I could see lights on the horizon.

“Yes,” I said.

“That’s Hag’s Nose,” Thomas replied. “We are close, but I’m not sure we are going to make it.”

There was an even louder crack from below, and the entire ship lurched to the left. Iona grabbed my arm to prevent me from falling over the rail.

“What is that?” I asked.

“We can’t see it,” replied Thomas. “But I am sure it is the glass whales. This is what happened to our ship in the Ice Flows. First, they break the ship, and then they swallow it.”

“What can we do?” I asked in a panic.

“We will savesss you,” said Iona as she held tight to the wheel.

“You can’t fly in this, can you?” I asked. “And what about the rest of the people on the ship? Can your sisters carry all of them to safety?”

“No,” said Iona. “We are here to protect you. No one elssse.”

“I’m staying with the crew,” I said. “Then you will be forced to help us.”

Iona’s tongue flickered a couple of times like an irritated snake. “We will takesss you anyway.”

“Thomas, how did you get away from the glass whale the first time?” I asked.

“We had small boats and were able to escape,” replied Thomas. “But we only have the one dingy on this boat. It will be big enough to fit Mesha, Cinn, and you.”

“No, that’s not acceptable.” I felt my power surging in my body. But where was I going to direct it? Would it be enough to stop a glass whale or even a pod of glass whales? I was not going down without a fight.

There was another impact on the right side of the ship. The ship began lurching to one side. The lights were closer, but not close enough to swim to, even if there was not a terrible storm making twenty-foot swells. Glass whales were nearly impossible to see because their skin was translucent like water. It was impossible to use my eyes, but I could use my sense of touch. When they hit the ship again, I sent my magic into it like a spear. I didn’t want to kill the creature, but I didn’t want it to kill us, either. I just wanted to send a message that we were not dinner and to go away.

I closed my eyes and waited. There was a bump toward the bow, and I pointed my hands toward the water in front of the ship and released hot energy. A green glow left my arms and lit up the sea. The green glow expanded from the point I had directed the energy. I couldn’t see the creatures, but I could hear the whales push out of the sea all around the ship. They made a roaring sound like a deep-throated scream. By the sound of the crashes in the water, there were three of them.

“What was that?” asked Thomas.

I realized at that moment that Thomas had not seen me use my power.

“That was my magic,” I said.

Thomas moved to the rail. He yelled down to the men on the deck.

“Damage report?”

One of the crewmen yelled back, “We are taking on water fast, Captain. I don’t think we will make it.”

“It seems that while we may not be eaten by the glass whales, we may drown. Your magic wouldn’t make us fly by chance?”

I looked over at Iona. The harpies could fly me to safety, and even if they grabbed one person, there would still be a half dozen of the crew left behind.

“I’ll be back,” I said and made my way to the captain’s cabin. The wind and storm passed, so it was not as challenging to go up the stairs, but the ship was lilting to one side.

Mesha’s eyes were wide with terror when I entered the cabin, but Cinn and Anya seemed calm.

“Master Max,” greeted Cinn. “I don’t suppose yer bringing us happy news. From the sounds of cracking timber and the way the ship is leaning, I am guessin’ we don’t have long till this ship be swallowed by the sea.”

“Yes, that is a good guess,” I replied. “We do seem to be in a bit of a spot.”

“We will figure a way out; we always do. I know the six sea gods are watching out for us,” said Mesha.

That was it. “You’re brilliant!” I exclaimed.

I turned and walked back to the door.

“Where are you going?” asked Anya.

“I’m going ask for help,” I said before opening the door. “I just hope someone is listening.”

I ran out on the deck and made my way to the bow.

I gathered my magic, and this time, I concentrated it in my throat like I had done on Mount Krades. It hurt and made breathing difficult as I felt like I swallowed hot lava.

I shouted out in the storm. “Six sea gods, I know you are watching me,” I exclaimed and released some of my power with each word. The pain was excruciating, and I felt like screaming. “You are judging which side of the upcoming war I will be on. I am only on one side—and that is to protect my friends, family, and those too weak to fight the evil that is growing.”

I took a few deep breaths before continuing. “If I die here, I cannot help the three seas. I am at your mercy. This is your storm and your creatures seeking to eat us. Please help us!”

The winds died down, and then it was quiet. The seas stopped roiling and the ship, while still sinking, stopped shaking and moving. Everyone on the ship was silent for a few moments and stood still.

Iona and Trista flew and landed next to me. “We mussst go now,” said Iona. “Before the troublesss begin again.” She reached toward me, and I recoiled.

“I told you I won’t leave my friends,” I said. Cinn and Mesha exited the cabin and were standing with Thomas on the poop deck.

I have heard your plea, said Eleepo in my head. I brought help.

Eleepo flew out of the darkness and landed with a thud on the rail.

“Where is the help?” I asked. It was then I saw it, like a ghost out in the water. The masthead of a pig with an apple stuck in its mouth.

Some of the other crew members saw it too and began cheering and yelling. The Saucy Pig had arrived. She moved alongside our ship, and planks plopped down on the rails.

“All crew!” yelled Thomas. “Abandon ship!”

I waited for Anya, Mesha, and Cinn. We crawled across the planks and jumped onto the Saucy Pig. I felt tears well in my eyes as we were greeted by Piers and Sal.

“Well, look at you sots,” said Sal. “You look like a bunch of half-drowned rats!”

I ran to Sal and hugged her. “I am so glad you are alive,” I said.

“Well, let’s not dally too much,” Sal said. “That freakish storm may come back or worse.”

Worse came quickly. There was a tremendous boom as the outline of a tail came out of the water and smashed down on the deck of Thomas's ship.

“Pull those planks,” yelled Piers. I watched Cinn take his place at the wheel.

The crew of the Saucy Pig worked like one, pulling the planks and hauling the ropes.

“There be three glass whales out there. Hoist the main. Come on, put yer backs into it.”

“Come, let’s go to the captain’s cabin and get out of the way,” said Sal. “There is some soup there, as I am sure you must be hungry.”

My stomach gurgled, but I wasn’t sure whether it was hunger or terror. “You go on without me,” I said. “I need to be up here in case they need me.”

Sal looked me in the eye and then nodded. “Okay, you two,” Sal said to Mesha and Anya. “Come with me. We have some catching up to do.”

There was a roar as a glass whale tail came down in the middle of Thomas’s ship and broke it in half. Thankfully, the Saucy Pig moved quickly away from the scene, but I couldn’t determine where the other glass whales were. It didn’t seem like we had far to sail, but each moment felt like an eternity.

I made my way to the prow of the Pig and held on tight to the rail. I gathered my power again. Each time I used my magic, it became easier to build, and the time I needed to rest was becoming shorter. My power was growing. I wasn’t sure if I was strong enough yet to kill a glass whale, and that would never be my intention. My magic had made them retreat before, and I hoped I could do it again. I heard the crew give a collective gasp. I looked back at Thomas’s ship. The two halves were sinking fast, but now a large ghostly mouth emerged below it with teeth like spears. It was hard to see how large the creature was because I could only see a hazy reflection from the combined moonlight peeking through the clouds and from the lanterns lit around the rails of the Saucy Pig.

The mouth was large enough to surround the halves of the ship, which slipped into the great maw. Once the ship’s pieces were inside, the creature snapped its mouth shut and dove with a great splash back into the sea.

There was a loud pealing of a bell that hung on the post near the wheel. Clang, clang, clang. In sets of three, Piers rang the bell. I moved up next to Cinn and Piers.

“Why are you ringing the bell?” I asked.

Before either man answered, I heard the sound of bells in front of us. At least six other bells were making the same three clanging pattern.

Piers stopped ringing the bell and said, “I was calling the whalers.”

“Whalers?” I said. “What are they going to do.”

“They will kill any glass whale they find,” answered Cinn matter-of-factly.

“No!” I screamed. “Don’t kill them!”

My magic burned in my veins, ready to strike anyone who tried to hurt the glass whales.

“Master Max, I am sure ye witnessed what that glass whale did to Thomas Alba’s ship,” replied Cinn. “While the Pig is tough and fast, we are no match for one, let alone three glass whales.”

“But why do you have to kill them?” I complained. “They are coming after me. They are angry because they think I killed one of their family. If I could just reason with them…”

“Reason with ‘em?” said Cinn with a smirk. “Do ye plan to cook ‘em dinner and talk things over a nice mince pie?”

“Eleepo can talk to them. He’ll help me talk to them.”

Max, I have tried to talk to them, said Eleepo in my head. I could see him perched on the crow’s nest.

“Try again,” I yelled up at Eleepo.

Piers put a hand on my shoulder. “I, too, respect life. I don’t like to see any creature hurt or killed unnecessarily. The whalers here in Hag’s Nose don’t waste any part of the whales they hunt. The bodies will provide food, oil, and the bones to make strong tools.”

I took a few deep breaths to push my magic back into its source in my belly. I could see ships passing us with lanterns hanging from their masts. They were smaller ships than the Pig, with odd fan-shaped sails. Something in my gut was bothering me. These whalers were used to hunting local whales, but these were no ordinary whales. These were clear-skinned and hard to see. Glass whales were massive compared to the whales my father had described on his travels. The Pig approached a large dock, and the crew prepared to tie us to the moorings.

“We be safe now. It be too shallow for the glass whales to swim here,” said Cinn.

Eleepo, I said in my mind. Tell the whales to swim away. Please! I don’t want them to die. Hopefully, destroying Thomas’s ship was enough. Besides, I am not sure those small whale ships are any match for them.

Eleepo flew out from the ship. The sky was a rosy pink that signaled dawn. There was splashing around the whaler ships, and the bells were clanging.

Eleepo, I screamed in my mind.

They are leaving, but not because they listened to me. Something seems to have frightened them, but I can’t tell what it is. They are moving quickly from the bay.

I supposed I should have been relieved, but I wasn’t. Many people were spared, but something out in the sea scared a pod of glass whales away. There was no comfort in what that might be.

“You are sssafe,” said Iona. “We mussst leave you now. Our mother callsss usss home.”

Before I could respond or even thank the harpies, they took flight and flew south. They were odd creatures, and I wasn’t sure I could trust them, mostly because I knew their mother was controlling them, and I had serious reservations about the Witch Queen.

The crew was storing ropes and rigs and were beginning to leave the ship for the bustling streets of Hag’s Nose.

“Are you okay?” asked Mesha.

“No…no, I’m not.”

“You look exhausted,” said Anya. “Sal says she has a place for us to eat and rest. We can talk after that.”

“Cinn,” I began. “How soon can we travel to Sanctus?”

“By morning. We need provisions, and I be needin’ some sleep. Piers, we need to get the Pig ready to sail in the morning, savvy?” ordered Cinn.

“Aye, Captain,” said Piers. “It is great to have you back, Max.”

“What about me?” asked Cinn with his eyebrows raised.

“The crew has not been the same without you,” said Piers in a monotone voice. “How did we ever get on without you?”

“That doesn’t sound very sincere,” replied Cinn.

“Sincerely, how did we ever get on without you,” repeated Piers in the same expressionless voice.

“Aye, that be more like it,” Cinn said and smacked Piers on the back.

I shook my head. It was good to be back on the Pig.

Thomas and his men walked down the gangplank. I walked with him down the dock a bit as his men unloaded what little they grabbed from their ship before the Kraken had sunk it.

I held out my hand and offered it to Thomas. “I can’t thank you enough for helping me,” I said. “I will be sure to tell my father how well you protected me.”

“Max, the pleasure has been mine,” replied Thomas as he gripped my hand. “Your parents will be so proud of the young man you have become. Generous of spirit and a heart cast of the finest gold.”

I felt a little awkward with Thomas’s kind words and was unsure I deserved them.

“Cinn says we sail in the morning,” I said. “I am sure you would have a place aboard the Pig.”

“Oh, that is generous,” replied Thomas. “I don’t think the Pig could handle two captains aboard. My men and I need to get our bearings and find a new ship, and I hope the Thieves Guild will assist us. You said you last saw your father in Arctus, so I believe that is where we will head.”

I felt a lump in my throat. The one thing about the journey I hated was goodbyes.

“Okay…I…” I fumbled with the right words.

“This is not goodbye, Max Daybreaker,” offered Thomas. “We will see you soon. Once I find your father, I will insist he come to Sanctus to be with you, even if I drag him there myself.”

I hugged Thomas, and he embraced me silently for a few moments.

“Take care, Master Max, and may the six sea gods look over you!”

Thomas and his men hauled their packs on their backs and faded into the crowd on the docks.

My stomach grumbled. My body felt worn, and a good meal and some sleep might clear the way to a better day.


Chapter Twenty

HAG’S Nose was impressive for a city full of thieves. The roads were clean, the people well dressed and relatively friendly. This didn’t make me drop my guard after hearing Anya’s warnings.

The women were waiting for me at the end of the gangplank. Sal was carrying my bag along with her small bag made of mismatched cloth squares. Each square was a different color and pattern. Some of the material was soft, while others had embroidery sewn with metallic thread.

I grabbed my bag, remembering the day my mother had packed it in Paradisi. How long had it been now? A month? Two? I had been on so many adventures that keeping track of days was nearly impossible. I was having to grow up or perish. Unfortunately, I lacked the wisdom of knowing what to do when it counted. My whole life had been spent on a farm, milking a cow, and doing lessons my mother had given me. I prayed that wisdom came soon, or more people might die, or the Djinn might once again rule the three seas.

We walked through a small fish market. People were selling their fresh catches, and a few other booths sold fruits, vegetables, and other small kitchen items. As we ascended away from the docks, the streets were full of street vendors selling cooked meats, steamed vegetables, and even a pie. I wanted to stop and try some of the foods as the owners offered us samples, but Sal kept her brisk pace. I hoped that there was something good to eat, and a lot of it when we arrived at our destination.

Once we left the market, there were rows of houses on each side of the cobblestone street. Above our heads were ropes with colored flags that flapped in the wind. The day was warming up, so the breeze felt nice on my skin. I had never imagined a day in which I could enjoy a cool breeze without worrying that my skin would turn red and itchy bumps would appear all over my body. Not having to worry about going outside, no matter the weather, opened up my world, and for that, I felt blessed.

The further we went, the rougher the houses looked. Stucco was cracked, and paint was peeling off doors and windowsills. There were no more bright flags above us, and there were holes in the road large enough to break an ankle in.

Even the people looked different here; their clothes looked more like rags, and they squinted and stared at us as we walked by. I was feeling uneasy, and my magic was beginning to react by bubbling in my stomach.

Sal slowed and turned into an alley between two narrow buildings. The stench was horrible as the alley looked like it was a dumping ground for latrines. At the end of the alley was a single oak door covered in banded metal. It had a single brass lock on it. Sal pulled out a key on a ribbon around her neck, unlocked the door, and hastily tucked the key back into her blouse.

She motioned for us to come in quickly. Once we were all inside, she slid three bolts into slots on the inside of the door.

“I’m sorry about the accommodations, but it is all I could afford. It wasn’t like the Witch Queen cared about how we were going to get along once her harpies dropped us here,” complained Sal. “At least you will get the complete Hag’s Nose experience.

“It is so wonderful to see you, Max,” said Sal as she pinched one of my cheeks. “I didn’t know whether I would see you again.”

My heart was full. We were all back together again. I had felt terrible for days after leaving Sal and Anya at the Witch Queen’s temple. I didn’t want to leave them, but I was being flown in a basket carried by harpies in the middle of a battle with the Twilight Army. I hadn’t any control over my magic yet, or I could have helped them. I thought Sal had died, and that weighed heavily on me.

“I have so many questions,” I blurted out.

“I bet you do, but you need to eat and rest first,” Sal said. “There is a room in the back, and you can get cleaned up there—you smell a little ripe.”

I had been on the ship and island hopping for days, and bathing was the last thing I had thought of. After a while, everyone stinks, so you don’t notice it anymore.

There was a small alcove separated by a curtain. Inside was a table, a basin of water, a towel, and a soap cake. A small bed took up most of the space. On it, some clothes were laid out. A bed—a real bed. I might sleep for days.

I washed up and put on the new clothes. I was amazed that Sal knew what size clothes to get, but then I supposed that Sal knew everything about me. She had been a three-eyed seer and knew everything about a person by meeting them and looking at them with her third eye. Even though it was a little disturbing to behold, her powers were amazing.

I smelled some meat and spices cooking in the other room. Mesha had also changed into a light yellow-colored dress and had her hair up. She smiled and talked to Anya, Sal, and Cinn as they prepared food and set the table in the crowded kitchen.

The last couple of weeks had been intense, and I was exhausted both physically and emotionally. It was good seeing my friends together and safe.

“What’s that I smell?”

“Master Max, yer in fer a treat,” said Cinn. “Sal is an excellent cook, and she has prepared sausage, onions and peppers, a salad, and fresh bread. For dessert, she has baked some fig pastries—which are a close second to that lemon cake you had.”

“Bleh,” said Sal. “You always liked that lemon cake, and I thought it was too sweet and not tart enough.”

“She’s tart enough for all of us,” whispered Cinn.

“I heard that,” Sal replied with mock disapproval.

Everyone ate, laughed, and talked. We shared tales of our adventures— everyone except Sal. She served the food, cleaned the dishes, and said very little during the meal. I sensed something was bothering her, but I was too tired to talk to her about it tonight. My stomach was packed, and I could not keep my mind off the bed in the back.

After I helped clear the table, I excused myself and laid down, and I was asleep almost instantly.
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My feet were wet, and I wiggled my toes and felt the grass tickle them. I opened my eyes. I was in a meadow with fireflies twinkling in different bright colors around me. Blue, red, green, and violet. A fog lay low around my ankles, and here and there, a flower poked through a bunch of long grass. Across the meadow, a large stag walked with purpose toward me. When it approached, I recognized that it was not a stag at all. It was a man wearing an intricate headdress. His face was familiar, but I wasn’t sure where I had seen him.

“Max,” said the man. “We heard your call.”

It was Krades, but he looked more considerable and menacing than before.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” I explained. “The glass whales were going to swallow us, and we barely got away. But I thank you for your help.”

“We did nothing to help you. It was your magic that tamed the storm, and it was your magic that brought the Saucy Pig to you.”

“But how?” I asked.

“The Norn heard you,” said Krades as his throne wove itself from the grass and plants below him. “Her magics are mostly gone, but even so, she is a creature born of magic and could hear your call.”

There was a strong smell of jasmine that reached my nose as a breeze stirred the mists around us.

“What do you mean her magic is gone?”

“She died, Max,” said Krades. “Her entire life led to that moment you last saw her. She saw her death, and at that moment, the Twilight Army ended her life. In the natural order of things, she would have passed to the next realm and been with her kin. But the Witch Queen had a different plan—an unnatural plan. She pulled her from death and brought her back.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. That was a good thing, and the Witch Queen saved her life.”

“Max, all things must die in their time,” said Krades. “Cheating death has a price and disrupts the natural order of things. The Norn’s magic ended on the day she died. Her ability to see through time was not only her power; it was her purpose, and that was taken from her.”

I remembered how odd Sal had acted since I saw her again. And then there was the conversation with Anya in which she told me that Sal was angry when she woke up.

“That’s awful,” I said. “Why did the Witch Queen do it?”

“We don’t know,” Krades said. “She is meddling in time and in the balance of life and death. She must be stopped, Max. It is her fault that the Djinn and their living dead army are here. I’m afraid she must die.”

I took an involuntary step forward. “What? You can’t kill her.”

Krades’s expression was grim. “You are right. Even the combined might of the six sea gods may not be enough to stop her.”

“She is trying to stop the Djinn and their army,” I said.

“Which she created, to begin with, and unbalanced magic in the three seas. She unlocked the power of Green Spice and has unleashed darkness that grows daily. I know she is your aunt, but she is not who you believe her to be.”

I thought a minute before responding. I was becoming angry, although strangely, my magic didn’t stir.

“She helped me get to Arctus and find the Ice Palace,” I replied.

“She could have sent you directly to the Ice Palace; instead, she sent you miles away from it, alone in the frozen tundra…why?”

I had to admit, I wondered the same thing. I didn’t have any clear answer, so I remained silent.

“When you called to us, you were being attacked by a pod of glass whales,” Krades continued. “Why do you suppose they followed and tried to kill you?”

“I suppose it is because the glass whale that swallowed me died,” I replied. Upon answering the question, another one came nagging my thoughts. Why had the glass whale broken through the ice and died?

“I can sense your doubt grows, as it should. The Witch Queen sent you to that spot, but did she know you would be swallowed by the glass whale? We thought it was a way to end you, although there seemed simpler ways to do that. You were only beginning to understand your magic; she could have destroyed you earlier. My brothers and sisters were surprised when she saved you.”

“She saved me?” I don’t know why I even asked the question; it made sense that she had the power to make the whale break through the ice. There were too many gaps in why she sent me to be swallowed in the first place.

“Yes, Max,” replied Krades. “You are so close now to putting the pieces together.”

I didn’t feel that I was any closer to understanding any of it. I could have died. After I was swallowed, I felt such joy and hope when I found my dad’s ship. And he left me the message.

“Wait,” I said. “This is about my dad. She knew I’d find my dad’s ship and his note. That means he, too, knew that I would find the ship. That means…”

I didn’t want to say it. Dark thoughts flooded my mind. The breeze turned into a stronger wind now, and the mist began blowing away, and the twinkling of the fireflies ceased. Krades’s eyes glowed with a fire behind them. “That’s it, you see it. Trust your mind, not your heart.”

That wasn’t right. I needed to trust my heart. My dad’s message said so. But could I trust that?

“Why are you saying these things?” I asked.

“You must know the truth and pick the right side in the upcoming war, Max.”

“I don’t want to be a part of any war!” The wind was beginning to roar in my ears.

“This is not right,” I shouted into the wind. “None of this is right. How did I get here?”

I looked around the meadow, and it was getting more difficult to hear anything but the roar of the wind. The dust and debris it was kicking up hurt my eyes. Krades was gone, and only his green throne remained.

“None of this is real,” I shouted more loudly. “This is only a dream.”


Chapter Twenty-One

I SAT STRAIGHT UP in bed and gasped as if I had been underwater.

“Are you alright?” asked Mesha. She was wrapped up in a blanket in a chair next to my bed.

“It was just a bad dream,” I said, slowing my breath. “Did you sleep there all night?”

“I…uh…I suppose I did. There is not much room here, and I didn’t think you would mind.”

“No, not at all,” I said. “The dream I had…I don’t think it was a dream.”

“What do you mean?” asked Mesha, sitting up straighter.

“It was Krades. Somehow he was able to talk to me in my dream,” I said. “I know it sounds crazy.”

“Since I left Harsu with you, nothing sounds crazy,” said Mesha. “What did he say?”

“He said that Sal lost her power to see the future and that the Witch Queen brought her back to life and disrupted the natural order of things.”

“And he would be right,” said Sal from behind the curtain. She pushed it open and stood with her hands on her hips. “Go on, boy, what else did the meddling god have to say?”

“Were you eavesdropping?” I asked.

“No. You just talk really loud. I was going to tell you that Cinn and Piers were meeting with their crew this morning and that Anya went with him. I was going to ask you about breakfast when you began talking about a god walk.”

“A god walk? What’s that?” asked Mesha.

“That’s when one of the sea gods decides to walk in your dreams. Be thankful it was Krades and not his sister, the Kraken. That is a nightmare that stays with you.”

“You have been on a god walk before?” I was enthralled.

“Even gods have their limitations, Max. I was a Trueseer and could see clearly in the timelines of humans. The gods meddle in people’s lives but are lousy seers, so they would come to me with questions. Sometimes I’d answer them, most of the time not. I don’t like when the gods start mucking around in our lives. If Krades is talking to you, he must think you are important. All the sea gods are brothers and sisters, and each rules a different domain. Krades is the god of the land and of all the creatures and plants that dwell there. He rules the sea gods, but he does so with an iron fist. If he is god walking with you, something big is afoot. Tell me everything—all of our lives may depend on it.”

I started with the first time I met Krades on Plante de Vindecare and then told her of the dream I had just awoken from.

“Like the Witch Queen, you can’t believe everything the gods tell you,” said Sal. “They are master manipulators and often play with humans because it is entertaining to them. I don’t think Krades is playing games, but I don’t believe he is totally telling you the truth. It sounds like he wants you to turn against your father as well as your aunt.”

Sal took a deep breath. “I don’t think that is a wise course of action. The Witch Queen and your father wish to rid the world of the Djinn. It sounds like the gods want to rid the world of the Witch Queen and your father. That would create a war of three armies, and it could tear this world apart. What chance do normal people have caught between magic and undead armies? Who would be fighting for the humans?”

I looked at Mesha. She shrugged her shoulders.

“What am I to do?” I asked Sal.

“Krades was right about what he said about me. I did feel your magic pulsing from your ship. He was also correct that I no longer have the power to see the future. My third eye remains closed.”

I could see tears well up in Sal’s eyes. “I spent my whole life being able to see the vastness of time. I knew my place in the universe, and I knew when I was to leave this world. I had peace with that knowledge many, many years ago. What the Witch Queen did to me…bringing me back…I will never forgive her. Never! And if I am ever given a chance to make her suffer the way she has me, I will take it.”

I didn’t know how to respond. Words seemed inadequate to express how sorry I was for Sal, and at the same time, I was conflicted about the Witch Queen.

“The Witch Queen sent me to Arctus, to my mother, who wasn’t really my mother. But I did defeat one the of Djinn, Farum Malamud. You said the gods are not good seers, but the Witch Queen can see the future, right?”

“She doesn’t quite have the power of a Trueseer, but yes, she does have the ability to see through time.”

“Krades was right. She’s manipulating me. She was behind the glass whale breaking through the ice, but not until I found my dad’s note. Do you think my dad’s working with his sister, the Witch Queen? Do you think he had something to do with my mom’s disappearance?”

Sal placed her hand on my shoulder. “That is the part that does not ring true to me, Max. I sensed your father when we first met. I was able to see who he was through your history. He loved you and your mother too much to betray you.”

“He left me a message to follow my heart and not my eyes, but then Krades told me not to follow my heart.”

“Umm-hmm,” intoned Sal.

“I must follow my heart. It is where my power comes from; it is where my love resides. If I hadn’t followed my heart, I would have never left with Cinn and gone on this crazy adventure. I would have never met all of you.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Mesha.

“I need to go to Sanctus. I need to find my real mom. She is out there and needs me as much as I need her.”

I placed my hand on Sal’s. “Sal, you bring up an excellent point. Gods, witches, and Djinn are all ready to fight one another, and people I care about will be in the middle. They need a champion to protect them. I will be their champion.”

“I will be at your side,” Mesha exclaimed.

“As will I,” said Sal.

“Great,” I exhaled, and my body relaxed a bit. “Now, you mentioned something about breakfast? I’m starving!”
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During breakfast, the three of us talked about our plans for getting to Sanctus and what we might encounter along the way. So far, my journey had been one unexpected turn after another. I only had time to react to situations and not much time to plan and prepare, and I wanted to change that.

We needed Cinn to make those plans, but as the morning turned into afternoon, there was no news of Cinn, Anya, or anyone else from the Saucy Pig. We did not want to go into the city to look for them, as we had no clue where to start.

“What do we need to do?” I asked. I was getting nervous. “Should we go to the Saucy Pig?”

Before anyone could answer, the door slammed open. Anya stood in the doorway, panting.

“Max, grab your things. We need to go,” she said in a hurried breath.

“What’s going on?” asked Sal.

“Men are asking where Max is,” said Anya. “I believe they are from the Spice Guild. There are only a few of them here right now, scouting the city. But I imagine there will be more arriving anytime. We need to leave now.”

“How did they know he was here?” asked Mesha.

I frowned, and with all my willpower, I projected, Eleepo! You treacherous bird!

There was only silence.

I know you are out there. You helped Sal find us, and then you sent the Spice Guild here. Whose side are you on?

That is a tricky question to answer, said Eleepo finally. I am loyal to my Hierakes brethren, and I have also pledged my fealty to Prince Abad. I have not, however, pledged myself to the Spice Guild. Prince Abad has ordered me to protect you, and that is what I have done. He has no desire to bring you or the Saucy Pig back to Harsu. The Jade Palace has fallen, and so if the Spice Guild is here looking for you, then it is someone else directing them.

“Eleepo says it isn’t she who has betrayed us to the Spice Guild,” I said to the group.

“There are many spies and assassins who work for the Spice Guild. Why would the Guild be looking for you, Max?” asked Anya.

I tapped my chin a couple of times, and then a piece of the puzzle that was right in front of me fell into place, just like Krades said it would.

“Harim,” I spat. “It has to be that snake, Harim. He is the grandmaster of the Spice Guild, and he is somehow working with the Djinn. He made a deal with them and was on the docks in Harsu when the Djinn arrived. Neither the Twilight Army nor their master attacked him.”

“The Djinn?” said Mesha in an alarmed tone. “Harim controls the Spice Guild, and so that means so do the Djinn. If they control the Spice Guild now, then the Djinn and the twilight army might be close as well.”

I imagined it would only be a matter of time before the Djinn turned the entire Spice Guild Armada into members of the Twilight Army.

“Double time,” said Anya. “We need to move.”

I didn’t have much with me, as most of my belongings were still on the Saucy Pig.

Sal took the lead, followed by Mesha and me. Anya had our backs. We moved as quickly as we could through the winding streets, and Anya suggested some alleyways as shortcuts to take us away from the main thoroughfare.

We reached the docks without incident, and I could see the three great masts of the Saucy Pig. The docks were quiet, which was odd for the afternoon. I expected people loading and unloading ships, vendors screaming about their wares, and just a general throng of people. There was nobody between us and the ship, and the only sound was the squawking of sea gulls.

The hairs on my arm rose, and my magic slithered like a hot serpent in my belly. Something was wrong.

Max, said Eleepo. You are in danger. It’s a trap.

“Get ready,” I whispered to the others.

Anya had three throwing knives ready in her right hand. Sal stood close to me, and Mesha had a pair of matching curved daggers in her hands and was crouched in a fighting stance. I had no idea where the knives came from, but I knew from experience I shouldn’t ask.

“No matter what happens, Max, you have to get to that ship. You understand me?” Sal whispered.

I could feel the blistering heat of my magic rolling up my arms. “When I step on the Saucy Pig, you all will be with me. Stand behind me, and I will protect you.”

Sal looked as if she would protest, but then her mouth shut in a straight line.

The silence was pervasive. We slowly moved as one toward the ship. From behind a stack of boxes, arrows shot into the air and landed with a crack. Instead of arrowheads, there were small clay pots that shattered on impact. From inside them, a green cloud of smoke rose. Volley after volley came crashing down on the cobblestone around us.

The arrows came from both sides of the street. How could I be so stupid—we were flanked. Boxes and carts hid the guardsmen’s positions. The green smoke was everywhere, and I began to choke on it. It was sweet to the tongue but burned my throat and lungs. My magic began slithering back down into my stomach, and my limbs felt weak. I started coughing and fell to my knees.

I tried to look around, but the smoke was making it difficult to see very well. My knees gave out, and I was on my side now.

“Max!” said Sal. “Max, are you okay?”

Her voice sounded muffled like she was underwater.

There was movement all around in the smoke as guardsmen leaped from their hidden positions. Instead of drawn swords, they carried large nets. There was chaos all around me, and I could not tell what was happening. Sal was next to me, holding my hand. She continued to talk to me, but I still couldn’t understand her.

My skin was on fire now. For the first time in months, I could see the red welts forming on my arms— it felt like fire ants crawling under my skin and biting me, their stinging venom making my skin itch. This couldn’t be happening.

A breeze began blowing the poisonous smoke away, and I got a better look at what was around me. A couple dozen guardsmen surrounded my friends, who were tangled in nets. One of the guardsmen grabbed Sal by the arm and hauled her up. She tried in vain to break free and pulled off his helmet.

The creature beneath was pale and hairless, and it hissed and growled at Sal and began dragging her away. Even though his flesh was pale, I recognized who he was, or at least, who he used to be. It was Captain Amu from the Jade Palace. I had never seen a Twilight guard up close, but judging by his dead, pale green eyes, I would imagine that is precisely what he had become.

I tried with all my strength to get up, and I became nauseous in my effort. The pain of the welts hurt worse as I tried to move. At least now I understood why the glass whales had left. They must have sensed the Twilight Army approaching the island.

Mesha was crying, and Anya was cursing. I tried again to get up, and this time I vomited my breakfast.

The sound of laughter followed the sound of boots clicking on the pavement. I wiped my mouth and looked up to see Harim crouching down to look at me.

“Oh, dear boy, you don’t look well,” Harim sneered. “It’s almost like all your magic has been drained from you.”

“What…” I spat on the ground. “What have you done to me?”

“It was not long ago that we met, young man, and I have to say I am hurt. You lied to me.”

“What are you talking about?” Pain rippled through my body with each syllable. I tried to concentrate on my pain to see if it would spark my magic, but it was as if my power had gone to sleep.

“You told me that you didn’t come from any royal family. You failed to mention that you come from a family of witches and sorcerers.”

I rolled onto my back. The pain was making my body shake uncontrollably.

“Does it hurt?” Harim said with a grin. “You have been a naughty boy, and I had to make sure you took your medicine. Zonobia Malamud is a master of potions and elixirs. What you are feeling is your magic being shackled because I couldn’t have you turning into anything nasty.”

My eyes grew wide and betrayed my thoughts. How could he know about my magic?

“Your little trick with King Farum has been quite the talk at the Jade Palace,” said Harim.

I balled my hands into fists. Harim’s face lit up.

“Wow…you just don’t give up. I’m impressed, but I’d save my strength. It’s a long trip back to Harsu.”

I was helpless. Where were Cinn and the crew of the Saucy Pig? Why weren’t they rushing in to save us? Maybe they just needed a little time, and I intended to try to give it to them.

“What do the Djinn want with me?” I asked.

“They want you to help them capture your mother, and she has been quite a slippery eel.”

So they didn’t have her. That was great news, and I had to keep Harim talking.

“Why do they want her?”

“Don’t play coy with me, boy. She knows the location of the Midnight Jewel. Unless…you know where it is?” Harim bent closer, and his breath was rank. It made my stomach twitch in revulsion, and I was pretty sure I had nothing left to vomit.

“No, she wouldn’t be so foolish to tell you such an important secret. Count yourself lucky, boy; the Djinn would have tortured it out of you. Messy business.”

Harim stood up as he laughed.

“Who do we have here?” Harim asked as he eyed Sal.

“Your worst nightmare if you lay a hand on that boy,” said Sal in a voice that scared even me.

“Oh, dear lady. I wouldn’t think of it,” said Harim. “The Djinn want him alive and well. After they lure his mother in and discover the jewel’s location, they will turn him into one of their Twilight soldiers. Can you imagine how they could use his power?”

Krades was right all along, even though I didn’t want to believe it. The Djinn would make me into one of those mindless monsters so that they could control me and my magic. How could I have been so naive? Now it was too late. Unless.

Eleepo, I tried to project in my mind. Eleepo, please help us.

There was no reply.

Eleepo, you swore to protect me. I need you now!

Still, there was nothing. Since my magic was failing, perhaps my ability to talk to Eleepo was gone as well.

Harim grabbed one of the Twilight guards nearest to him. “Find those Spice Pirates. We don’t need any surprises before we reach Harsu. Secure them on their ship and then burn it.”

The Twilight soldier nodded silently.

“No…no…please…” I sputtered weakly. The burning and itching were driving me mad. I began scratching my arms with what little strength I had. The longer I laid on the street, the worse it would become until I couldn’t breathe.

“Tell your master what happened here today,” said Harim to Amu. “Let her know how happy I was with her potion. It worked just like she said it would.”

The hideous monster bowed and handed Sal off to one of the other men.

“Where are they taking her?” I asked.

“Don’t you worry, Max,” said Harim. “They will be joining your pirate friends aboard the Saucy Pig.”

“But… you can’t,” I pleaded.

There was a growl and a scream. Then there was another.

“What was that?” Harim demanded. “Why are you all just standing around?”

A metallic blur spun over my head, and a small ax lodged in one of the guard’s chests. He fell with a gurgle beside me.

There were more growls and screams, but I couldn’t see what was going on. Two more small axes appeared in the head of one Twilight guard and the back of another as he tried to run away.

Men were shuffling all around me, and I was afraid one might step on me, but I didn’t have the energy to move. With my limited vision, I looked around for Harim, and he was nowhere to be seen.

I heard a horn blow, and the men were shouting about needing reinforcements. Three Twilight guardsmen and Amu stood in a protective circle around me. A figure dropped from a nearby roof, and as she did, she released a small ax that stuck into the midsection of one of the guards. The other two guards held up their shields as she ran toward them with a glatony spinning in her hands. She hit the guards with such force that it dented their shields and knocked them off their feet. Before they could get up, she hit them multiple times until they didn’t move.

Amu came from behind and gave the warrior with the axes a bear hug. It was Linzy, the queen of the Frost Clan of the North. She snapped her head back, and there was a crunch as she broke his nose. He dropped her, but instead of red blood coming from his nose, it was black ooze.

“Amu,” she said as she spun to face him. “You didn’t learn your lesson, did you? You are even more ugly now than you were as a man.”

She spun her glatony and stepped to attack him, but to my surprise, he caught it in mid-spin and wrenched it from her grip. He tossed her glatony down the street. He moved with incredible speed and gripped her by the throat, then lifted her off the ground.

“Stop it…” I coughed. “Help. Please, someone, help her.”

The growl I heard earlier was closer, and a large figure hit Amu from behind. He released Linzy as he tumbled to the ground. Before he could get up, a giant snow bear had him pinned with her paws on his chest. It was Annalinda. She turned her head toward me. She snuffed a couple times, but I couldn’t hear her in my mind like I could before.

She grabbed Amu’s leg and dragged him hissing and screeching toward an alley. After a few seconds, the sounds stopped.

The remaining guards gathered in the center of the street with their shields up in a defensive formation. There was another horn blast, and from the far end of the docks, at least a hundred Twilight soldiers, heavily armed, were marching quickly toward us. Strong hands lifted me to my feet from behind, and I almost collapsed, but the man standing next to me held me up.

“You look terrible, young cub,” said Timbu. I almost cried seeing my old friends gathered around me. “We might be strong, but I don’t think we are strong enough to fight a hundred men.”

Eleepo swooped down from the sky and perched on a tavern sign, which read The Red Rooster. I would have laughed if I had the strength.

“We should get you to the ship,” said Anya. “Your furry friends seem capable of getting you there.”

Annalinda joined us and took my other arm. “We can get him to the ship if you can hold them off.”

“We will stand our ground,” said Linzy as she retrieved her glatony. “May the six sea gods look over you.”

Annalinda and Timbu carried me under my arms toward the Saucy Pig.

“Wait…we can’t leave them here,” I protested, but any attempt to stop moving was futile.

“Max, your friends know how precious you are,” said Annalinda. “They can handle themselves.”

Two men rolled barrels into the street. They stood still as the Twilight army approached. Once they were about ten yards away, they drew their swords, but rather than rush the army descending on them, they struck the barrels. Clear liquid ran all over the street as the two men began running toward us. The army picked up their pace to try to pursue them, but they didn’t get far. An arrow came from one of the rooftops with a flaming tip. The explosion was so loud and intense that Annalinda and Timbu almost toppled over. A line of fire covered the street. I recognized the men who had struck the barrels as pirates, Ulmec and Sirio. A third joined them after he climbed off the roof—it was Piers.

“Run,” Piers shouted at us. “Run like the wind. The fire will not remain long.”

Timbu grabbed me with his massive hands, tossed me over his shoulder, and began to run. I felt like my body was being banged on a rock. I would have shouted out, but with every stride, it felt like the wind was being knocked from my lungs. It wasn’t long until we were aboard the Pig. The rest of the crew came out of empty shops and houses and joined us on the gangplank.

Captain Cinn appeared on the poop deck. “Come, men, we haven’t got all day!”

Timbu took me up to the captain’s cabin, where we were joined by Annalinda. I hoped the rest of my friends had made it aboard, but I couldn’t see where they went. I supposed they were helping the crew get the ship moving before we were overtaken by the Twilight Army.

Annalinda pulled a vial of white liquid from her coat.

“Drink this,” she said. “It will help you regain your strength and magic.”

“What is it?” I asked as I drank the potion. It tasted like buttermilk with an aftertaste of lavender.

“It is something your father brewed, and he knew you would need it,” Timbu said.

“My father?” I tried to sit up. “Is he here?”

“Relax, young cub,” said Annalinda. “He couldn’t come, but he knew you were in trouble, and so he sent the three of us here.”

My heart twinged at the news. Vibrations beneath me signaled the ship was moving. Before I had started my search for my mom, I hadn’t been on the sea for more than an hour, but now I was aware of every motion, sound, and smell of the sea. I don’t know how I had lived my whole life without feeling the ocean rolling beneath me.

An explosion rocked the Pig, and some of the jars of spices crashed to the floor.

“What was that? Were we hit?” I asked in alarm.

“Sit back, young cub,” said Annalinda. “That was the Spice Guild vessel that docked here earlier this morning, and we wanted to be sure that we weren’t followed.”

I took a few deep breaths to calm my breath. At first, I was concerned that Spice Guild guardsmen may have been hurt or killed in the explosion, but then I remembered that they were Twilight Army now, and the infection of the Djinn had spread across the high seas. Nowhere was safe.

How are you feeling? asked Timbu in my head. Is the elixir working?

I can hear you in my head again, I responded and almost laughed with joy.

Your skin still does not look good, said Annalinda. Where is my brother’s hide?

It's stored in a locker next to my bed. I nodded toward a closed door across the room. Annalinda was right; my body still hurt, and my skin burned. I felt the tiniest stirring of my magic, but it was still weak.

Annalinda returned with an oversized snow bear hide. It was similar to the ones she and Timbu wore. It was the secret of their transformation. They could shift from snow bear form to human and back again. They had taught me how to shift when I was in Arctus, but I had not tried to become a snow bear since leaving the icy kingdom.

Do you think it is safe for him to shift? asked Timbu. He is still weak, and if he doesn’t shift properly… Timbu didn’t finish his thought, but I knew what he would say— it could kill me.

I wrapped the heavy fur around me. I felt like I was suffocating from the heat, and sweat rolled down my back.

Remember, think about being a snow bear, Max, said Annalinda in a soothing voice. Pay attention to your breath and feel your heart beating in your chest.

I closed my eyes and imagined how it felt the first time I transformed. The feeling of being on all fours and running across the frozen tundra of Arctus. I strained my mind and felt my magic stirring, but nothing happened. My heart raced, and my skin felt like it might blister and peel. My head felt dizzy, and nausea I felt early on the streets of Hag’s Nose returned.

I began panting under the strain and heat.

I can’t, I said. I just can’t. My power is gone— I can’t do it.

Annalinda stroked my hair, matted with sweat on my brow.

Little cub, you can do this. Stop trying to force it. Your magic resides in your heart, and no power can stop that.

Timbu looked at her with a concerned frown. We believe in you, Max Daybreaker. You united our clan, defeated the Djinn, and our creator… our father has returned. That is all because of you and the love you hold inside. It is that love that has allowed you to become a snow bear.

I closed my eyes again and thought about my mother. My father. My friends. My heart rate slowed, but the beats felt stronger. My skin cooled from a lava level temperature. My limbs began shortening, and my back elongated. My nose moved farther away from my eyes. The process was not painful; it was more like changing my clothes.

You did it, Max, said Timbu with a sigh.

I opened my eyes and saw Timbu and Annalinda from a different angle now. I was standing in my bear form on the bed.

I did it, I shouted in my head. I did…

Pain doubled me over. I thought someone must have snuck up on me and stabbed me with a knife. I flopped on my side with a roar.

What’s the matter, Max? Annalinda asked.

I don’t know, there is this pain… I roared again as the stabbing pain returned.

The door slammed open as Sal, Mesha, and Anya entered.

“We were standing outside the door,” said Sal. “And we heard a roar, and…what is a bear doing in the bed? Where is Max?”

The two women entered the room in a flourish. Anya had a couple of knives at the ready.

“Wait…wait,” cried Annalinda. “That is Max. He transformed into a snow bear, but something is wrong.”

“He told us he could transform into a snow bear, but I thought it was…like a metaphor,” said Sal. She placed her hand on Anya’s knife arm, and Anya relaxed her stance.

“Is he in pain?” asked Anya.

I roared again as another wave of agony twisted in my gut.

“Yes, but he shouldn’t be. When he transformed, his skin condition healed, and he was strong.”

“Transform him back then,” shouted Sal.

Max, said Timbu. Max, concentrate on being human again.

I tried to concentrate, but the pain was making it difficult to focus or even breathe.

Max, do as Timbu says, said Annalinda. You must transform back.

“Why are you two just standing there?” Sal asked in a panic. “Do something. Say something.”

“We are talking to him now,” said Timbu. “Perhaps you should step outside.”

“Come on, Mesha,” said Anya. “Let’s give them some room.”

“But…” Mesha began.

“But nothing,” said Anya as she escorted Meshaout of the cabin. “We need to check on Linzy and the others down below and see if they need our help.”

“I’m staying right here until you fix him,” said Sal as she crossed her arms.

Timbu grimaced at her, baring his teeth. “Have it your way, but stand over there and keep out of our way.”

The pain was increasing in intensity, and I was not sure how long I could hold on. Is this what happened to Prince Eldred? He had put on a snow bear hide, and something terrible happened to him. Annalinda and Timbu’s son was blamed by the King of the Arctus and executed.

I can’t change, I said. I just can’t. The pain is too much.

I roared again.

This time when the door of the cabin swung open, it was Captain Cinn standing there.

“What be going on here?” he demanded. “Why is a snow bear in me cabin?”

“It’s Max,” said Sal. “He transformed, and something is wrong.”

Cinn looked around the room. “Okay, I need everyone out of here, except Annalinda.”

Sal began to protest, but Cinn held up a hand. “This be me ship and me cabin, the last time I checked. I need ye to clear out. And while ye be out there, find Olmec and send ‘em. Tell ‘em to bring the kit.”

Timbu and Sal moved toward the door. As Sal passed by Cinn, she said, “If anything happens to that boy, I will hold you accountable, you hear me, you old goat?”

“Aye,” said Cinn curtly.

“Ye can talk to ‘em?” asked Cinn.

“Yes,” said Annalinda.

“Good. Tell me everything that has happened, quickly.”

Annalinda told Cinn about the elixir and then the transformation into a snow bear. She relayed the information about the pain I was experiencing.

“Just so ye know, I don’t like magic as it messes with nature and the order of things. I believe whatever magical potion they used in the street still be inside. We need to get that poison out of ‘em.”

Olmec stumbled into the cabin carrying a leather bag that he kept his healing herbs in.

“Perfect,” said Cinn. I roared with pain, but this time a little more weakly. I was losing the battle raging inside me. “We need to act fast.”

“Aye, what do you need?” asked Olmec.

“We need a puke bean and sea flower mixture.”

“But Captain, sea flower is toxic unless prepared properly.”

“Then I guess ye be preparing it properly, savvy?” snapped Cinn.

I was writhing in pain, and I wondered whether a bear could puke because I sure felt like I was going to.

“I will need ye to hold him still,” Cinn said to Annalinda.

“Do you think this will work?”

Cinn smiled, and his gold tooth sparkled. “Yes. Anything inside that boy will come out, I guarantee it. I be feelin’ bad for the cleaning crew.”

I don’t really like his plan, I said to Annalinda.

I don’t either. Do you trust him? she asked.

Without any hesitation, I said, I do. Totally.

Olmec ground herbs and added liquids to them. He poured the concoction into a mug and announced it was ready.

“It isn’t going to taste very good,” said Olmec.

“After he drinks it, I don’t think the taste will matter much. Are ye ready?” asked Cinn.

Without a word, Annalinda shifted into a giant snow bear. Her head clanked on a few of the pots that were hanging from the rafter. She laid her paws on my shoulders and shifted her weight in such a way that I was pinned, but not painfully so.

“Wow, I don’t think I was ready for that,” said Cinn. “That was amazing and terrifying.”

Olmec put a funnel in my mouth. “Please don’t bite me, Master Max,” he said.

He poured the liquid from the mug, and the taste was so bitter that I almost couldn’t swallow it. Cinn must have noticed, and he grabbed my snout hard.

“Swallow it, Master Max,” said Cinn in a stern voice. “Take yer medicine like a good bear.”

I swallowed it, and for a moment, nothing happened. Cinn released my snout and backed up.

“Ye might want to let him go now, Annalinda,” said Cinn. “Unless you fancy being covered in whatever the boy had for breakfast.”

Little did Cinn know, I left breakfast on the cobblestones in Hag’s Nose. I wasn’t sure there was anything left in my stomach. I was wrong. Very, very wrong.


Chapter Twenty-Two

I BEGAN VOMITING everything that was left in my stomach. Then I felt something move inside my gut. It wasn’t like my magic; it was something physical. Something was moving inside me.

I began gagging and couldn’t breathe. Whatever was inside me was working its way up my throat. I couldn’t cough or get air in my lungs.

What’s wrong, young cub? asked Annalinda.

Can’t breathe…something in my throat… I managed. I began seeing black blinking dots before my eyes.

“He says he can’t breathe,” yelled Annalinda. “There’s something in his throat. He’s choking…do something!!”

“Hold ‘im,” Cinn yelled back. “Now, Max, this is going to be uncomfortable, but you need to open your jaws as wide as you can. And please, don’t bite my arm off.”

I wasn’t sure what Cinn intended to do. Annalinda shifted and pinned me down on my back.

“Here we go,” said Cinn as he reached into my mouth, then into my throat. I tensed.

“Hold him,” shouted Cinn. “I have whatever it is. I just need to pull it out.”

Cinn pulled and tugged. The pain made my eyes water, and my lungs burned. The room was going black. I am not sure how long I was passed out. I woke to shouts and screeches, and I was back in my human form.

“What in the six seas is that thing?” said Cinn. Annalinda was on all fours and was growling at something in the corner of the room.

I stood up and stood next to Annalinda. My energy had returned, and my skin was clear. I called to my magic, and it appeared like an old friend.

The creature screeching in the corner was covered in a gray-green slime. But its form was recognizable. It was like the winged demon that came out of the Djinn in Arctus. Its eyes were glowing green, but it was having trouble getting its wings to work. I didn’t have my father here to help me capture it in a bottle. The idea that the thing was inside me sent shivers up my spine. It locked its hateful gaze on me and opened its mouth full of rows of jagged teeth. It used its wings and two clawed feet to inch toward me.

Annalinda blocked its way and roared at it. The door opened, and my friends all stood there looking on in horror. Timbu entered the room as he shifted.

Leave the room, young cub, Timbu said. I stepped forward as I shifted.

We will fight this demon together, I said.

The demon shook its wings, and the gore splattered on the walls and ceiling.

“I’ll be steppin’ out now,” said Cinn. “But ye will need to clean up when you finish playing with yer pet there.”

Linzy tried to enter the room, but Cinn held up his arm. “I know you mean well, lass. But I don’t think yer staff will do anything but make that thing angry.”

“You can’t just let him face it alone,” she argued.

“I do believe there are two large snow bears in there with him. If ye begin whipping your staff around, yer more likely to hit one of them.” Linzy took a step back.

I faced the creature that was looking at me with what I could only describe as a grin. Timbu rushed it, and it was gone in a puff of smoke. Timbu landed in one of the cabinets with a crack of wood. Pots and herbs flew into the air and crashed to the floor. The demon reappeared in the spot a few steps closer to me.

Annalinda swung her paw, and again the creature vanished in a puff of green smoke similar to the smoke we had witnessed in the streets of Hag’s Nose. That is how the foul thing had gotten inside me— I must have inhaled it.

It was only a few feet from me now, and I feared it would try to get back inside me. I quickly raised my hands and released a burst of power. The air rippled like a heatwave between us, and the creature was slammed into the cast iron stove with a crunch of bone. When it stood back up, its wing was hanging at its side at an unnatural angle.

Before it could get up again, I hit it with another burst of energy. It screamed as it pushed the stove over, and hot coals covered its face and burned it. The smell of putrid burning tar filled the room.

It half dove, half flew at me. Before it reached me, Timbu’s paw came down hard in its back and smashed it to the floor. Timbu held it as Annalinda’s jaw closed on its throat with a crunching sound. The demon stopped flailing and screeching.

Annalinda stepped back and shifted back into human form. “That was horrible. I may never get that taste out of my mouth.”

“Is it over?” asked Cinn as he slowly made his way back into the room. Mesha and Linzy were on his heels.

Tell them to step back, said Timbu. I don’t think…

The corpse was replaced by a dust devil swirling and blowing debris around the cabin. It was headed right for me. I held up my hands, and instead of a wave of power, plumes of fire shot out toward the whirlwind. A high-pitched squeal pierced my ears. I continued to hold up my hands, and the fire ignited the whirlwind. The fire tornado made a path toward the door, and Cinn and the girls jumped out of the way as it flew past them. I dropped my hands and pursued the demon to the deck of the Pig.

“Max, be careful,” said Sal as she grabbed my arm. I stopped and watched the fiery whirlwind go over the side of the ship. We all ran to the rail, but the whirlwind had vanished. We stood silently to see if the demon would reappear.

Timbu and Annalinda were standing next to me.

“Do you think it’s dead?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Timbu said. “It had the scent of powerful magic, and it looks like the creature that was inside the Djinn.”

“I thought the same thing,” I said. “Do you think it was trying to turn me into a Djinn?”

I was horrified by the idea of being a living dead creature roaming the three seas and, worse, hurting my friends.

“If it was,” said Annalinda, “it picked the wrong cub to mess with.”

I smiled at Annalinda and hugged her. “I am so glad you came. I missed you two. You need to catch me up on what is happening in Arctus and news of my father.”

“I’d be glad to,” said Annalinda. “But you need rest, young cub. You have been through an ordeal.”

“I feel fine,” I said. “Better than fine.”

“That may be, but you don’t know what that nasty thing did to you. Please go and rest. We will guard you.”

I couldn’t argue with her. Mesha and Linzy were giving me concerned looks as I approached them.

“Are you okay?” asked Mesha.

“Yes…I think so,” I replied. “My power is back, and I don’t feel sick anymore. Annalinda insists that I go rest.”

“She is wise,” said Linzy. “You need to listen to her.”

Anya and Sal approached. “You gave us a good scare,” said Anya. “Go rest; we will watch out for you.”

Sal reached out and squeezed my hand. It looked like she was about to cry.

“You better not do anything like that again,” said Sal. “I’ve grown fond of you, so don’t get yourself killed.”

I entered the cabin. It was a wreck. Broken jars of herbs littered the floors, and there was a smoldering burn spot where the hot coals had escaped the stove.

“Ye sure made a mess Master Max,” said Cinn.

“I didn’t mean to.” I tried to defend myself.

“Well, ye can help clean it up. Yer my cabin boy, after all.”

“Aye, Captain,” I said.

I didn’t mind cleaning because I didn’t think I could lay down and rest. Too many things were going through my head.
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The next couple of days, it rained. There was no sign of the Twilight Army pursuing us, and I wasn’t sure I felt good about that fact. We had let our guard down before and had regretted it.

Even though the rain came down in sheets, Anya and Linzy stood guard on the deck. Timbu and Annalinda mainly stayed below deck but checked on me at least once a day. Annalinda would feel my head, ask me how I was feeling, and tell me I needed rest. She said something about my color not looking good, but I wasn’t sure what color she saw.

Mesha and Sal stayed in the cabin with me. I wanted to go out on the deck with the others and be useful.

“You are more useful in here,” said Sal. “You had a demon crawling around in you—that can change a person.”

I couldn’t disagree with her totally. The idea of the thing crawling in my stomach and sapping my strength terrified me. I felt fine, but I couldn’t convince any of my friends of that. They were treating me like a sick child, and after a time, it irritated me. I didn’t want to seem ungrateful, but I thought I would lose my mind if I was kept locked up much longer.

Cinn came in a couple of times a day to prepare food for the three of us while the others ate below deck with the crew. The food was outstanding since they’d had time to restock the larder in Hag’s Nose.

There was a roast cooking all day on the stove. Cinn added beef stock and vegetables early in the process and allowed the meat to cook slowly until it was fork-tender and fell apart.

“Cut and peel some potatoes, Master Max,” said Cinn. “Cut them into long strips. I am goin’ to use some tallow and fry ‘em.”

I did as Cinn asked. It gave me something to do and relaxed my mind a bit.

“Have you thought about what we are going to do once we reach Sanctus?” I asked.

“I have thought about it a lot,” said Cinn. “I don’t know too much about the island, but Piers does. He can help us navigate there, but we will have to anchor offshore as they don’t have a dock. I hope when we land, the natives will be there to meet us with open arms and delicious food.”

That sounded like a great idea. “So, do you think that is what we will find?”

“Not at all,” replied Cinn. “We are more likely going to see sand, and more sand, and maybe by the fifth or sixth day we might find…”

Cinn didn’t complete his thought, so I completed it for him. “Sand?”

“Aye, ye be a bright one, Max,” said Cinn with a wink. “Bettina was supposed to give us instructions where to take ye once we arrived.”

“She didn’t tell me or really share much of anything with me,” I replied.

“Oh, don’t be hard on her, lad,” said Cinn as he clapped my shoulder. “She was trying to protect ye.”

“She didn’t do such a great job,” I said. My mind shifted between anger and loss. I concluded that the thing I left on top of Mount Krades was not my mother. I don’t know why it had taken me so long to accept it. I suppose it meant not only was I a fool for not recognizing that the impostor was not my mom, but also I failed in saving my actual mother. I had no idea where she was or even if she was alive. Did I really expect her to be on that beach with open arms?

And where was my dad? He sent Linzy, Timbu, and Annalinda to protect me, but where was he? Why couldn’t he have come to protect me? I had spent such a short time with him, and then he was gone again. My dad only appeared in brief periods in my life. Just when I was used to seeing him, he would jump on his ship and sail off again. Except in Arctus, it was me who jumped aboard a vessel and left. I should have stayed, but how could I know that the woman I had saved didn’t need saving at all? It was all one big deceit, and I fell for it.

Now I was on the sea with no mom and no dad. Cinn and the others had become my family, but there was still so much I didn’t know about them. We didn’t have long to relax before something appeared that wanted to enslave or kill us.

“I finished the potatoes,” I said, trying to change the subject.

“Put ‘em in the pot on the stove. Slowly, so the oil don’t splatter and burn ye,” said Cinn. I did as he instructed, and the potatoes began frying. “I think yer mom and yer dad did a great job raising ye. Ye have faced horrors that would make most grown men run away screaming, and ye have done it with great courage. I see yer parents very much in ye, Master Max. Ye found yer dad, and I have a feelin’ yer gonna find yer mom too.”

“Do you think so?” I asked.

“I believe the sea gods favor ye, lad,” Cinn said. “Take those potatoes out and put them on the plates.”

Cinn handed me a long-handled stick with a round wire basket on one end. I had never seen such a thing, but it made it easier getting the hot potato strips out of the oil without burning myself, and it allowed the excess oil to drip from the golden potato strips.

Once every plate had potatoes, Cinn pulled hunks of beef from the other pot and placed them on top of the potatoes. He added some flour to the meat juice and made a quick gravy which he poured over the top of the meat and potato strips.

“I call it Baelia’s revenge. The potatoes are the volcano, the meat is the forest that grows on top, and the gravy is the lava. What do ye think?”

“I think you need to work on the name, but it smells divine.”

Sal and Mesha joined us, and Timbu and Annalinda entered the room just in time.

“How did you know it was time to eat?” I asked.

“Are you kidding?” responded Timbu. “We’ve smelled it all day.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

I WAS a little embarrassed about licking the plate clean after eating the fried potatoes and beef gravy on top. There was nothing left, and I wasn’t the only one— Timbu grabbed the pot and used his fingers to scrape out what little was still inside.

Mesha and I cleared the dishes, and I washed my hands in the basin before returning to the table.

Annalinda’s mouth curled into a grin, and she placed a package on the table. It was bound with twine and paper.

“This is for you, but before you open it, I have a message for you,” said Annalinda. “From your father.”

“This is from my dad?” My heart began racing, and my eyes welled up as emotions threatened to overwhelm me.

“Indeed it is. He wanted me to tell you that he is very proud of the man you are becoming, and he regrets missing your birthday.”

Cinn walked to the door and shouted, “Okay, it’s time.”

“Time for what?” I asked.

The room filled up quickly. Linzy, Anya, and Piers came in. Piers was carrying a cake with a small candle burning on it.

“Happy birthday, Max,” everyone screamed at once. I was speechless, and a single tear rolled down my cheek. This was my family—the family I never could have imagined having. How could I have ever doubted them or treated them so badly? I vowed to never allow anyone to get between my family and me—my real family—again.

“In my land,” said Piers in his deep rumbling voice, “when it is a person’s birthday, they blow out a candle and make a wish. They hold that wish close to their heart and don’t share it.”

I closed my eyes to think about what I really wanted. I opened them and looked around the room. It was almost perfect, except for those missing—my parents. I had to find them, and then my family would be complete, and my heart would be whole. I blew out the candle, and everyone clapped.

“You all knew it was my birthday? No one said anything,” I said.

“We wanted to surprise ye,” said Cinn. “Sal told us when we landed in Hag’s Nose.”

Sal raised her hands in an expression of innocence. Of course, she knew my birthday; she had been a Trueseer.

“Ye don’t know how hard it was fer me to keep me mouth shut. Sal and Anya threatened to cut me tongue out.”

Anya winked at me.

“We just didn’t know when to celebrate it,” continued Cinn. “Annalinda told me she had something from yer dad, so we scrambled to get something together fer ye.”

Mesha produced a short curved blade and placed it in my hand. It was made of black obsidian, and it looked like it could shave off a man’s beard in one swipe.

“I didn’t have too much time to buy something at the market,” explained Mesha. “Considering we had to run for our lives the first morning we were there.”

“Oh, Mesha, you didn’t have to give me anything,” I replied. “I’m just so happy we are all together and safe. That is a gift enough for me.”

“This blade is very special to me,” replied Mesha. “It was given to me by my sisters on my thirteenth birthday, and they said it was my mother’s. I want you to have it, and I will train you how to use it. I know you have these god-like magic powers, but they take a lot out of you. You need to learn to defend yourself, farm boy.”

Mesha punched me in the arm with a grin.

“Thank you,” I said. “I will cherish it. And maybe someday you will tell me where you have been hiding it all this time.”

Mesha looked very serious. “Not likely.” I thought she was angry at me again, and then she broke into a peal of laughter, and the others laughed as well.

“I figure the best present was the best cake in the three seas,” said Cinn.

I looked down at the cake. “Is it…” I pulled the candle out and licked the frosting off. “It is the famous lemon cake. How? When?”

“Don’t be too excited, Master Max; that be my own creation. I tried me hardest to copy the original, but ye’ll have to tell me how I did.” Cinn picked up the cake. “I’ll cut everyone a slice while ye finish opening yer presents.”

Timbu stepped forward with a necklace made of bone. It was in the shape of a bear paw. There was an intricate design carved into it, and it hung on a leather strap.

“Our son…” Timbu began. He stopped and took a couple of breaths. “We had this made for our son Pabu and planned to give it to him on his fourteenth birthday—when a cub becomes a bear. You…”

Timbu looked down to the ground, unable to continue.

“What my dear husband is trying to say is that you are like a second son. You have been a blessing to our clan and to us. When you return to Arctus, we will give you a proper snow bear ceremony. Until then, would you accept this gift from Timbu and I and the rest of the snow bear clan?”

Tears rolled unchecked down my cheeks. “Of course I would.” I bent down, and Timbu slipped the necklace over my head. It was beautiful, and the love behind it was tremendous. I hugged both of the snow bears. It felt good to have them close. I didn’t feel like an orphan floating around the three seas when they were around. I wondered how long they would stay, but I pushed that unpleasant idea aside.

“My turn,” said Anya. “I think there is a theme perhaps in your gifts.”

She placed a cylinder as long as my arm on the table. It was wood, with no discernible marks on it.

“What is it?”

“Pick it up in your hand. Make sure the ends are not pointed at anyone.”

I did as she asked. The object was much heavier than I expected. On one end of the cylinder was a slit and the other a round hole. Cinn looked over my shoulder, and his eyes grew wide.

“Uh, are ye sure ye want to give it to Master Max? That thing is deadly.”

I shook my head. It didn’t look dangerous.

“Yes,” said Anya. “You stick to cakes, and I will be sure this boy can defend himself in a tight spot.”

“Fine, but can ye stand over there.” Cinn pointed toward the door. “I’ll be over here, protecting meself.”

I was getting nervous because Cinn was nervous. I flipped my hand over to hand it back to Anya. When I did, a double-edged knife sprung out of the slit. I was so shocked by the blade that I turned my hand over, and a three-inch metal spike popped out of the other end.

“What the?” I dropped the weapon to the floor, and when it hit, both the blade and the spike shot out of the ends of the cylinder. The blade sunk into the door, and the spike lodged in Cinn’s leg.

He screamed. “I told ye that the boy wasn’t ready for a widow maker. Who gives a weapon like that to a child?” Cinn pulled out the spike. “Okay, tell me. How long do I have?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Anya. She was holding her hand in front of her mouth…she was laughing.

“A widow maker’s spike is usually covered with sand spider venom. How long do I have? I know there is no antidote for the poison.”

Cinn sat down hard on his chair.

“Why would I give the boy a widowmaker with a poisoned spike? What kind of monster do you think I am?”

Cinn began to reply, and I shook my head. It would not go well if he answered the question because Cinn would be honest, and he might end up with a couple more knife holes in his body.

“That widowmaker is one of the assassin’s most versatile and deadly weapons. I will train you how to use it,” promised Anya.

She retrieved the blade and spike, stealthily inserted them back into the widow maker, and then placed it in a black leather case.

“Keep it in the case, and it will be safe.”

I nodded, then stood up and hugged her.

“Wait just a moment,” said Linzy. She stepped out of the door and returned with a bright blue glatony.

She handed it to me. I had never touched hers, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. The weapon was much heavier than it appeared. I was amazed that Linzy could spin and use the weapon so easily.

“I hope you are going to also offer to train me how to use it,” I said.

“Of course, Max,” she said. “For as long as I can.”

“You have to leave so soon?” My head dipped. Try as I might, my joy over my birthday was overshadowed by the idea that my friends would be departing soon.

“We must get back to Arctus,” said Linzy. “I haven’t had time to catch up with you. We saw your escape from the ice giants, and after one of their leaders fell into the chasm, they broke off their attack. We had not seen them after that, but there were rumors that even more of them were gathering at our northern border. We need to return and prepare. I only hope they have not attacked in our absence, but your father assured us the kingdom would be safe while we traveled to help you. Your safety is his number one priority.”

I was speechless and sniffled a couple of times.

“Don’t look so sad; we are not leaving right now,” she said as she mussed my hair. “Your father will send for us when we must return. Only positive thoughts tonight— it is your party.”

“I am so joyful you are all here. There are no words to express how I feel right now.”

“You don’t think I’d forget you?” said Sal in a gruff voice. “Go to your chest; your gift is there.”

I went into the larder and opened my chest. Instead of the blankets usually stored there, there were folded clothes and a pair of matching boots.

“Put them on,” said Sal. “Show us how you look.”

I pulled on the new clean tunic and a pair of black leather britches. They were heavy but fit perfectly. There were thick leather patches that hung like armor over my lower body and legs. I pulled on a black leather jacket with thick patches of armor covering the front and back. There were silver clasps that buttoned over the front. I noticed loops on the belt that I tied around my waist.

I pulled up the black boots that came to my knee, where the leather armor stopped. The boots had metal toes and spikes on the back of my heel, and there were loops inside them for hiding small items.

I moved easily in the outfit as it was relatively light despite the strips of hard leather armor sewn on the outside. I put the necklace Timbu had given me under my tunic, next to my heart.

I stepped out of the larder, and there was a collective gasp.

“Master Max,” said Cinn. “Stepped into the larder as a cabin boy, and ye came out a man—a warrior.”

Annalinda slid my father’s package across the table to me.

“Do you know what it is?” I asked.

“No, Max,” replied Annalinda. “He made us swear we would protect it with our lives, though. He was very adamant that you and only you open it.”

I picked it up and turned it over, looking for clues. It felt like a book, but it was a heavy one.

“Should I wait to open it later then?”

“That is up to you,” said Timbu. “But we are very curious.”

I used Mesha’s knife to cut the twine. Mesha frowned and handed me a sheath to slip the knife into. I hooked it to my belt, and Mesha’s dark expression faded.

I tore open the paper, and I was right. It was a book. On the cover, in a silver script was written, Secrets of the Twilight Djinn: Origins. It was identical in every way to its twin hidden under my bedding. I opened it and noticed strange-looking runes on the inside of the cover.

I flipped through the book quickly. It was similar to the one my father had given me last year. The images were detailed, and the book was thicker than the first one.

“Wow,” said Mesha, looking over my shoulder. “That book is beautiful.”

I flipped to the front and read the author’s name: Agus the Just.

“I can’t wait to read this,” I said.

“Well, that’ll have to wait, Master Max, until after cake, and then ye’ll need to clean the cabin,” said Cinn.

“I don’t get a break on my birthday?” I pleaded.

“A tidy cabin waits fer no man…er cabin boy.”

“So now that I am fourteen, can I be referred to as a cabin man?”

Cinn stroked his beard a few times and looked at the ceiling. He mumbled something to himself that I couldn’t understand.

“What did you say?” I asked.

“I said…not bloody likely. Take yer time. Savor the cake. Then clean. And then read.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” I said.

Cinn watched us all closely as we ate his cake. When I was done, I cleared my throat.

“Well…out wit it… what do ye think of me cake?” Cinn asked.

“I can say it didn’t taste exactly like the one you gave me before.” I kept a straight face as not to give anything away. “There were some different flavor choices than the original.”

All eyes were on me.

“My opinion…” I paused.

“Come on, boy, yer killin’ me,” said Cinn. He was stroking his beard, and he had a worried expression.

“My opinion is…I told you I had never tasted anything as good as that original lemon cake, and that was the truth. I had never tasted anything as delicious—it was sunshine in my mouth. There was nothing I could compare it to until now. I have changed my opinion—this cake is the most delicious thing I have ever tasted. I dub it lemon supremo cake.”

Everyone let out a deep breath and smiled.

“I don’t know how you do it,” I said. “You made the citrus more pronounced and sweeter at the same time. There are other flavors of mango and orange somehow, yet they don’t overpower the lemon. You say you don’t like magic, but I am pretty sure that cake was made with sorcery, as it does not taste like it was made by human hands.”

Cinn pulled a kerchief out of his sleeve and blotted his eyes. “That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said about my cooking. Thank you, Master Max. I am thrilled ye enjoyed it.”

“So, can I skip cleaning?” I asked with my eyebrows raised.

“Not a chance,” he replied, and the whole room erupted with laughter and good cheer.


[image: ]



Piled next to my bed was my haul from my birthday. There was definitely a theme of fighting and defense. Did my friends think I was helpless? I had magic that brought down monsters. But Mesha was right. My power was not reliable, and now the Djinn had devised a green cloud demon that could get inside me, and I was helpless.

I wasn’t sure how armor or a dagger could have helped me in that condition, but I supposed a blade was more reliable than a power I didn’t fully understand.

I held up my new book and tried to get a better look at it when a small sealed envelope fell out of it. I was shocked I had not seen it the first time I had looked at the book. It had my father’s seal, an open bear paw. The same bear paw as the necklace charm that Timbu had put around my neck. I held the charm next to the seal, and it was a perfect match. I had admired my father’s seal my whole life, and little did I know that it was the seal of the snow bear clan—which he had created. The thought of it was mind-numbing.

I broke the seal and read the letter:

 

Dear Max,

Happy birthday, son. I am so sorry that I could not be there to deliver this in person. You had so many questions when we met in Arctus, and you deserve answers. I hope this book will provide you some of them. We will meet soon, but there are so many preparations to be done. We need to defeat the Djinn and send them back where they came from, for good.

As you get older, your powers will develop. You will learn elemental magic when you reach Sanctus—air, fire, water, and stone. Your heart drives all of your magical abilities. I will continue to monitor your progress and provide a flame to light the way.

All my love,

Dad

 

I reread the letter a few times. My father had been communicating with me through puzzles, and I believed this letter was no different. I looked for hidden letters and numbers and for words that were underlined. I held the letter close to the candle I was reading by, and the paper got too close— but instead of burning, I could see two letters, a and f, on the edge of the paper.

I waved the letter over the flame, and a message appeared:

 

You are clever, my son. I have written you this in elemental ink— this one is fire ink. I said I would provide you a flame to light the way. Ball this paper up in your palm. Concentrate and see the paper catch fire. It will take practice. The magic fire will not burn you, and you can move it about. Practice in secret, for no one should know your power.

Love,

Dad

 

My magic was stirring with excitement in my belly. I could control fire? And other elements? I thought about the flame that had left my hands and burned the demon. Was that the power my father was referring to? I had no idea how I had called it up or if I could do it again. There was only one way to find out.

I looked into the cabin. Captain Cinn was asleep in his hammock, snoring lightly. I moved flammable objects away from me and balled up the paper as my dad had instructed. I reached to my magic power, and it slithered to my hands. I let the tension build there, and my hands began to get hot. I closed my eyes and imagined the paper catching fire. The heat was making me sweat, and the room felt stuffy. I directed the power into the paper, and at first, nothing happened. But then the paper began to smolder—a lot. It would not catch flame, but it was producing a black smoke that filled the larder.

I tried again, this time with my eyes open, and again the paper smoked and turned black. Still, there was no flame.

The door to the larder slammed open.

“What ye doin’ boy?” said Cinn while he rubbed his eyes. “Are ye trying to set the Pig on fire?”

“No, sir,” I replied.

“Are you trying to smoke out the rats in the ship then?” Cinn asked.

I was beginning to panic because I could see he was irritated.

“Are ye goin’ to put that paper out then?” Cinn asked. “I like me cheese, and meat smoked, but not in me cabin. What are ye trying to do anyway?”

Dad said to keep my powers a secret. Did he mean from everyone? Did I let Cinn know about the letter and the news that I had new powers? Somehow I didn’t think it was a good idea. It wasn’t that I believed he would reveal my secret; it was that he didn’t like magic. He had witnessed what I had done to the demon, but no one had questioned it.

I wasn’t sure what to say or do, and my panic fueled my magic. The smoking ball of paper exploded into a blue ball of flame. It was not in my palm where the paper had been; it was floating almost a foot above my hands in the air.

“Well, that be new,” said Cinn. “Are ye doing that?”

“Yes…I…think I am doing it,” I replied.

“That is something to behold…now what do ye plan to do with it?”

Dad had not given instructions on putting out the pretty fireball, only how to create it.

“I don’t know,” I said in a shaky voice.

“Hold it there,” said Cinn, and he dashed into the other room. He came back with the water basin with dishes still in the soapy water.

“Now, can ye put the flame in there?” Cinn asked. He placed the basin under the fireball and backed away.

“I can try,” I said. I concentrated on the flame and sent my magic from my hands to try to push it. The ball grew brighter and larger. My heart raced again, and I looked to Cinn for help.

“Calm yerself, Master Max,” said Cinn. “Take a few deep breaths and try again.”

I took deep breaths and felt my heart slow. This time I imagined a breeze blowing the ball—and it floated away from me a few inches, toward Cinn.

“Easy there, boy,” said Cinn. “Nice and easy.”

I pointed my finger at the flame and let the magic in the form of wind swirl around it. The ball began to rotate with tiny motes of blue flames sparking from it. I pointed my finger toward the basin, and the blue flame ball floated down until it touched the water with a high-pitched hiss, like a frightened alley cat. I lowered it further, and the hissing became louder as the water boiled slightly and steam rose. I continued pushing it down until the ball was gone, and all that was left in the water was black ash.

“Ye did it, Master Max,” said Cinn with a satisfied grin.

“Yeah, I did, didn’t I?” I said with some pride.

“That be a neat trick,” said Cinn. “It could come in handy, but could ye promise me one thing?”

“Sure, anything…”

“Could ye practice outside…over the side of the boat?” Cinn smiled, and his gold tooth glinted.

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry,” I replied.

“Now, if ye don’t mind, I’d like to get me some sleep,” Cinn said. “Tomorrow, we should be close to Sanctus. It is uncharted sea, so I want to be alert, savvy?”

“Aye, Captain,” I said. I looked down at the black water with the dinner dishes still in it. “I will clean up this mess.”

“Ah, there be a good lad,” said Cinn as he went back to his hammock.

So I could control fire. I wondered what my other powers would be like. Cinn was right; practicing inside could be dangerous. Actually, playing with fire magic anywhere on board might not be wise. But I had to find out what my powers could do. Not for the first time; I wished my dad was around to teach me, but he wasn’t, so I had to make do.

I opened the chest and found my original Secrets of the Twilight Djinn. I had read it so many times now, I had almost memorized it. It would be nice to have the next book and learn more about my magic, and if I was lucky, I would understand my dad a bit more.

I placed my new book on top of the older volume, and when the two books touched, a spark like lightning struck me in the chest and slammed me across the room. I landed with a crash, and Cinn immediately returned.

“What are ye up to now, lad?” Cinn said with a frown. All I could do was moan as the wind had been knocked out of me, and my new tunic was smoking. Perhaps I should wear my armor—even to bed.

I felt like a blacksmith’s glowing hot hammer had hit me. I had landed in a banana box. The smell was sweet, but the feeling was slimy beneath me.

Cinn’s eyes grew wide, and he hurried to help me up.

“Are ye okay, Master Max?”

“I think so,” I said, trying to clear my head. I felt on the back of my skull, and a sore bump was forming, but there was thankfully no blood. “The books…when I put them together, they shot me across the room.”

Cinn eyed the hole in my shirt. “Did it burn ye?”

I pulled off my tunic so that I could inspect my chest. There was nothing, not even any redness. That was odd.

I walked over to the chest to look at the books, but to my surprise, there was only one book. It was larger than either book had initially been, and it had a Secrets of the Twilight Djinn was embossed in silver letters on the blue leather.

“What the…” I began. I poked the book with my finger in case it would shock me again, but nothing happened. I picked it up and opened it. I flipped through the pages, which were heavy stock paper with hand-painted illustrations. The themes were the same as they had been in the original book, but these were hand-painted with vibrant colors. I leafed through the book. The script was clean block type with swirling headings drawn by hand.

“What is it, lad?” asked Cinn, who was now standing next to me.

“When I put my dad’s books together, they became one,” I said. Even as I said the words, it didn’t seem possible.

“Great, an enchanted book,” Cinn said. “Perhaps it would be best to put it back in the chest and drop the chest to the bottom of the sea.”

I grabbed the book close to me. “No, we can’t do that. My father gave these to me, and they are too important.”

“I might point out that since you opened the new book, you have almost burned down me cabin twice,” said Cinn with a slight frown. “Ye sure it doesn’t want to take a nice swim?”

“I’m sure,” I said. “I promise I will be careful with it.”

“I trust yer word, Master Max,” replied Cinn. “It be the words in that book I’m not sure I trust.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

I BARELY SLEPT THAT NIGHT. I tossed and turned, thinking about the elemental magic, the book, my dad, and what might lie ahead. All of these things were clouded in uncertainty and mixed with danger.

I heard the bell from the crow’s nest ringing and jumped out of bed. The cabin was empty. I must have slept longer than I had intended.

I ran out onto the deck, and there was another ship beside us. It was a smaller vessel with just one mainsail. Two rows of men with long oars lined each side of the boat.

Linzy, Timbu, and Annalinda were on the deck with their bags.

“Were you going to leave without saying goodbye?” I asked.

“Of course we weren’t,” said Linzy. “I was about to come and wake you. Our ship is here, ready to take us back to Arctus.”

I could see Linzy’s eyes welling with tears. If she cried, then I would cry, and then where would we be? I concentrated on Timbu and Annalinda.

“I can’t begin to thank you enough for coming,” I said. I hugged each of the snow bears tightly, and they embraced me fiercely as well.

“We will see you soon, young cub,” said Annalinda, who wasn’t even trying to cover her tears. “I know your parents would be so proud.”

“If you see my dad again, will you tell him I miss him?” I asked.

“Of course,” said Timbu. “I don’t know how he does it, but he seems to know where you are and what you are doing. He might not be here, but he does have his eye on you.”

Timbu’s words were comforting, as I felt lost and alone on my journey. Even though I had great friends, I missed my parents an awful lot.

I turned to Linzy, who was wiping away a tear.

“I am not going to say goodbye to you,” I said. “We will be together again soon, I know it.”

Linzy nodded, and a tear rolled off her nose. I felt my own tear roll down my cheek.

“I…” she began. “I believe in you, Max Daybreaker.”

She gave me a big hug.

“Till we meet again,” she said.
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The next three days seemed the same. They were long, hot, and we had no rain, which meant no fresh water to add to our dwindling stores.

“Land, ho,” yelled Sirio from his perch atop the mainmast. The crew was hauling ropes and looking over the rails in the direction of land. Sanctus was still a speck on the horizon, so I climbed up to where Cinn and Piers stood on the poop deck.

“We be nearing Sanctus,” said Cinn.

“Where is everyone else?” I asked.

“Below deck, cleaning after breakfast,” said Cinn. “Basically, they be doin’ yer job.”

“Do I have to go down there?” I asked with a huff.

“No, not now, but ye might be doin’ double duty tonight, savvy?” said Cinn.

“Yes, sir,” I replied. I hoped we were on land and I would be having dinner with my mother. My mother. I traveled the three seas to find her, and I prayed to the six sea gods she was waiting for me on that island.

I was still a bit nervous because of the tales I heard when I was younger about the island's inhabitants—the Midnight Men. The legend said they hid in the woods and ate children. Their skin was black, and there was no white in their eyes. They were invisible after nightfall and had a huge appetite. Only someone foolish dared to go to the island.

On the morning my mom had disappeared, she told me that the stories were spread to keep people away and that it was a place of refuge. I hoped she was right. Even though I had powers, I was not sure how they would fare against invisible child-eaters.

“How long will it take to get there?” I asked Cinn.

“Oh, we should be close in a couple of hours. I want to take it slow because I be unfamiliar with these waters.”

“Can I see?” I asked.

Cinn handed over his looking glass. The landscape island was different than most of the other Spice Islands, and it was flat with a thick jungle that covered the interior with no mountains or volcanoes.

I handed the looking glass to Piers.

“Piers says that the channel to the island should be easy to navigate,” said Cinn.

Piers had an odd expression that I couldn’t figure out. He looked almost worried, but that couldn’t be right. Piers didn’t seem afraid of anything.

“Do you mind if I grab whatever might be left of breakfast?”

“Aye,” said Cinn.

When I reached the galley, Mesha was finishing her breakfast.

“I think they have some porridge left in the pot over there and some fried pork belly.”

“That sounds divine,” I said and filled a plate, adding a little salt and black pepper to my porridge.

“Cinn says we are close to Sanctus,” I remarked. “We should reach it today.”

“I need to sharpen and oil my knives,” said Mesha. “I need to be ready for whatever might be on Sanctus.”

“I’m hoping for cute bunnies,” I replied.

“With everything you have seen after leaving home, do you think that is likely?” asked Mesha. There was a smirk on her face.

“Well…I believe there could be bunnies, but they might be bear-sized with tusks for teeth.”

Mesha laughed. “Now that, I’d believe.”
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Mesha and I prepared our belongings. While we packed, we munched on nuts of all different types and sizes and drank the last of a drink that was a combination of water, lemon, and honey.

After we finished packing, Mesha sat at the table and sharpened her knives as I began reading the new Secrets of the Twilight Djinn.

Mesha’s blades, all six of them, had curved razor-sharp edges with flat metal painted black handles. They were different than Anya’s blades, which were double-sided and looked more like spear tips. Mesha was deadly accurate with throwing her blades, and she wielded them like a striking viper when in close combat.

I could only hope to be half as good with them when it came to weapons, and I was determined to learn how to use them. I wondered if I could combine my elemental magic with a weapon and create a flaming sword or a shield that made a hurricane-force wind. I hoped the answers to some of those questions lay before me in my father’s book.

I searched for information about the Isle of Sanctus. No sooner had I thought it than the book flipped opened and the pages riffled until they stopped on a page title: “Sanctus: The Bridge to a New World.”

I looked up to see if Mesha had noticed how the book had just behaved, but she concentrated on her knives and paid little attention to me.
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No one really knows how or where the island of Sanctus came to the three seas. All the other islands began as volcanoes and rose from the water. Some of those volcanoes still exist and are presided over by the fire goddess, Baelia. Sanctus is different and not ruled by any god or goddess of the three seas. Some say it is not from this world at all.

The land is flat like a sandbar, and a jungle occupies the entire island, except its center. It is there that the Midnight Men live.

I dropped the book into my lap and smacked my head. How could I have missed it? The Midnight Men and the Midnight Jewel. There had to be a connection. No wonder that is where mom wanted to go; that was where the one thing the Djinn feared most existed. The Midnight Jewel was the weapon of their destruction. We might be able to rid the world of their evil after all.

One thing nagged at me, though. If the Midnight Jewel was on Sanctus, why didn’t the Witch Queen go and collect it herself or send her harpies? With the jewel in her possession, she could vanquish her horrible creations. There was something I was missing.

The Midnight Men live in their city at the center of the island. A large tower stretches from the city high into the clouds—the Citadel of Light. The city and the Citadel were built centuries ago by a race of beings that have long since vanished from the three seas. Only two of the ancients remain: one brother and one sister, who are twins. They wield the last of the great magics of their people. They exist in the world and yet live outside it, for they are like no other creatures or gods.

That had to be my dad and my aunt, the Witch Queen. If that was their home, why didn’t they live there? Why didn’t I live there?

The siblings left the Midnight Men to protect their home. Some of their most powerful magical items and weapons reside in the citadel…artifacts so mighty and terrible, they could destroy entire islands. It is said the waterless desert on Harsu was created during a fight between two witches from Sanctus. The waterless desert was once part of the Niman jungle, with lush greenery and clear water springs. The magic transformed it into a lifeless, waterless desert that no living thing could survive in for very long.

In addition to the Midnight Men, other frightening creatures prowl through the jungles on Sanctus, awaiting the chance to snatch up an unworthy intruder.

Maybe that’s where the stories of the Midnight Men eating children came from—they could be the monsters in the jungle.

If one is judged to be worthy, they may find sanctuary on Sanctus. If they seek power and magic or are creatures or the denizens of darkness, they will be devoured by the island. The magic is ancient, and few know how to wield it. It is rumored that the Citadel contains ancient texts of magic written in a language that vanished along with the island's original inhabitants.

The island is protected by magic, and whenever the inhabitants are threatened, magical pools called quickwater appear that make it impossible to approach by sea.

Any ship or creature that attempts to cross quickwater will be lost as nothing can float on it. Anything or anyone attempting to pass through it will sink to the bottom of the sea, many leagues below the surface.

My breath caught in my throat. What if the island felt it was protecting the inhabitants now? I jumped from my seat and knocked the book across the floor under a chest. I would retrieve it later; I had to get to Captain Cinn and warn him. I slammed open the door and yelled up at Cinn, “Stop! You must stop the ship immediately!”

“What is that ye say, Master Max?”

The hustle of the crew and the wind made it hard to hear, so I climbed the stairs two at a time to get to Cinn.

“Captain Cinn, you must turn the ship around. We are in danger.”

“What kind of danger?” asked Piers. “Our path is clear of any underwater dangers.”

“I believe the barrier is up,” I said.

Piers's eyes grew wide.

“Captain, we must stop the ship,” said Piers.

Cinn pulled the whistle he kept around his neck. He made a series of high-pitched whistles that alerted the crew to stop and listen.

The crew stopped what they were doing, and all eyes were on Cinn.

“All stop,” Cinn yelled. Cinn took the wheel and turned it hard to starboard. “Drop the sails!”

It was too late. The front of the boat dipped down, and the crew fell to the deck. My magic leaped to my hands, and I raised them without thought. The water rose in a wall in front of the Pig and prevented us from moving further.

The crew stood staring at the wonder before them.

“Well, I guess this is water magic,” I said to Cinn sheepishly. “The problem is, I don’t know how I am holding that wall or how long I can hold it.”

Mesha appeared next to me and asked, “Max, how are you doing that?”

Anya and Sal had also made it to the poop deck, eyes wide in amazement.

“I was telling Cinn that I don’t know,” I said. “But what I do know is that the island is surrounded by quickwater.”

“What be quickwater?” asked Cinn.

I could feel sweat beginning to roll down my forehead into my eyes, and it burned. I squinted to try to force my eyes to clear.

“Any ship passing through quickwater will sink to the bottom of the sea,” Piers said. “The island has defenses and will protect itself when threatened.”

“Ye be tellin’ me just now, Piers?”

“I’m sorry, Captain. The passage to Sanctus has been clear for hundreds of years,” Piers replied. “I had no reason to believe otherwise. It must be the Djinn in the world again that has awoken the island.”

“I just read about it in my book,” I said. “I rushed out to tell you, but it was too late.”

My arms began to shake under the strain of holding them out and from the power flowing through them. This was not like the other magic I had used, and the force was not flowing out from me; it was flowing through me.

“We better figure out something quick. I don’t think I can hold up my arms much longer,” I said.

“Magic is not always the best solution to problems,” said Sal. “You don’t look good, and I am afraid of what it is doing to you.”

“I am too,” Anya exclaimed. She grabbed my wrists and pulled down my arms.

The wall of water crashed down on the front of the ship and knocked down a few of the crew members as it washed over the deck. I held onto the rail as the front of the ship dipped forward, and a second wave of water crashed over the bow.

Cinn made a few quick, loud shrills on his whistle. “Drop anchor! Drop anchor now!”

The Pig lurched forward as the quickwater drew it in.

“Hold on!” I screamed.

There was a rumbling as the chain was released, and the anchor dropped into the sea. The back of the ship began rising as the front of the ship disappeared beneath the waves.

Mesha’s grip slipped from the rail, and her body began to fall forward. I grabbed what I could of the back of her shirt, but the material slid from my grip.

“No!” I screamed.

Anya grabbed a boat hook in a blur and caught Mesha’s belt, stopping her forward motion.

With a grunt, Anya hauled Mesha away from the rail. Mesha landed on her bottom with a huff. She looked scared, and a little embarrassed as Anya held out her hand to help her up.

The ship snapped back, and I almost fell over the rail myself.

“Ah, the anchor took hold,” said Cinn. “Lock yerselves down, crew! Call down to those below deck to come up. I am sure there be water coming in through the portholes. We don’t need no one drownin’ today.”

Crew members tied themselves with rope to the rails, and we did the same.

“I don’t suppose ye could push us out of the quickwater or close it?” asked Cinn. “I don’t like magic either, but I don’t know what other choices we be having.”

“I could try,” I replied. I was scared that I could make things worse, and I didn’t want to let my friends down.

“No, Max,” said Sal as she placed her hand on mine. “If you are unsure, I wouldn’t suggest it.”

“What alternatives do we have?” Mesha interjected.

Sal grimaced, but then she took a deep breath and relaxed. “I’m not going to let you bait me, girl.”

“Piers, you know the most about this island,” said Cinn. “How do we get out of this…quickwater. Or how do we convince the island we are not a threat.”

“Captain, I don’t know,” replied Piers. “The island has a mind of its own.”

“A thinking island? That be great.”

“We must abandon the ship,” plead Sal.

“What was that?” asked Cinn. “Ye expect us to leave the Pig to be swallowed up by the sea? Then what? If we try to paddle forward, we be goin’ down with the Pig.”

“Then we don’t go forward,” Anya offered. “We make our way back to the nearest island.”

“We are leagues away from land,” replied Cinn. “It could take us days, or we could be caught in a storm or something worse, like run into those glass whales again. I hate to admit it, but we be needin’ Max’s magic.”

“Please stop arguing.” I stared straight down toward the front of the ship. Even though we were not moving forward, the water level continued to rise. “I know you are right. Messing with magic, especially magic I don’t fully understand, may be risky. But Cinn is right; we are limited in our choices.”

Sal patted my back. “I wish I could see what happens next and what the best choice would be…but, alas, that has been taken from me. All I can say is that I believe in you, Max.”

I closed my eyes and searched for the magic I had tapped into when forming the wave. I felt the heat of the slithering serpent in my gut, wiggling, begging to be released, but that I knew was the wrong kind of magic. It might punch a hole through the deck of the ship, but it wouldn’t help us get out of the quickwater.

I took a couple more breaths and thought about my father’s words. I was able to tap into elemental magic. When there was a flame present, I could manipulate it, but I almost burned down the ship. What if my ability to influence water came from water? I reached my mind to see around the ship. I slowly released some of the magic inside me and allowed it to flow downward in hopes I could connect with the element of water.

“Max…Max! You are doing it,” squealed Mesha. “Look!”

I opened my eyes, and the water around the ship was glowing a bright emerald color.

“That’s it,” said Cinn. “Now…try to change the quickwater to normal water.”

That sounded like a great idea, and I believed I could do it. I moved the energy toward the bow, and the glowing water moved and grew brighter. I imagined the water closing and the ship being pushed back up.

The water began to ripple and move—in a circular direction and formed a whirlpool.

“Max…stop,” said Anya in an agitated voice. “Stop it…”

I released the magic stored up in me. There was a loud crack like thunder, and the green glow faded. But the whirlpool remained and was growing wider.

Cinn made one shrill piercing whistle.

“Abandon ship!” shouted Cinn. “Drop the boats. Abandon ship. Save nothing but yer hides, mateys!”

The short boats were lowered into the water, and Jacob’s ladders were dropped for the men to climb down. I watched in horror as the longboats were pulled into the whirlpool. Ropes snapped as the boats were swallowed by the current and disappeared beneath the waves. Fortunately, none of the crew were aboard them yet.

“I have doomed us all,” I said. “I have undone us.”

Mesha’s face was twisted in terror. “Max…oh Max...”

“Don’t give up yet,” said Sal with a fierceness that shook me.

“What can we do? The ship will soon be torn apart by that whirlpool, and we have no means of escape.”

“I told you, I believe in you,” replied Sal. “The gods will not allow you to die now, and you still have a destiny to fulfill.”

“I don’t think the six sea gods like me very much,” I said. “This could be their way of getting rid of me. Krades said if they felt I was a threat, they would …kill me.”

“Max, you are no threat. I have seen your heart,” Sal said. “Your heart is good, and your magic, your truest, strongest magic, is ruled by your heart.”

“You’re right,” I said. My journey sped through my mind, and I realized that I had faced defeat or even death several times and had found a way out, or someone came to my aid.

Eleepo, I projected in my mind. Listen, I don’t totally trust you, but I know you are loyal to the prince, and I doubt my cousin would be happy to learn I died before reaching Sanctus.

There was nothing. There was a crunching sound as somewhere below deck,  as the structure of the Pig failed.

“Why are ye staring?” asked Cinn. “What are ye up to, lad?”

“Shhh,” I replied. “I’m trying to get an old bird to help us.”

“Ye don’t mean…”

“Shhh,” I repeated.

Eleepo, we don’t have much time left here, I said. If you can hear me, we need…

Patience, Master Max, replied Eleepo. I am on my way with some old friends. Throw down a dozen lines with loops into the water.

I almost choked when I heard her reply. We might not be doomed after all.

“Tell the crew to drop a dozen looped lines near the bow of the ship,” I said with some urgency.

Cinn nodded with an understanding look.

“What’s going on?” asked Mesha.

“Are you ready for a swim?” I remembered something. I scanned the deck and saw Piers tying a loop on one of the ropes.

I cupped my hands. “Piers, do you have any sugar kelp?”

“Aye, Master Max,” Piers responded. “But it is below deck.”

“We need it right away.” I turned to Anya, Sal, and Mesha. “I need your help. We have only one chance for survival, but it will take us all working together to do it.”

The three ladies looked at one another and then slowly nodded.

“Great. We need to get down there.” I pointed at the stairs leading below deck.

“Master Max, the hold is flooded,” said Olmec, who was drenched and dripping. “Boxes and supplies are floating and blocking the way, and we were barely able to squeeze between them.”

I walked toward the stairs leading below deck.

“What are you doing?” asked Piers.

“We need that sugar kelp. There is no time.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” said Mesha. She moved quickly and knocked my legs from beneath me, and I hit the deck hard on my knees and hands.

“What the….” I began, but it was too late. Mesha ran past me and dove down the stairs.

I stood up and began to pursue her. Anya’s firm grip stopped me.

“You just said a minute ago we needed to work together. Mesha is quick and stealthy. I am sure if any of us could get to that chest, it will be her.”

I pushed her arm out of my way. “Mesha will drown down there. I have to save her.”

“Max, if you go down there, you could drown, and then what? I would wager that you are essential to our plan.”

“I can’t stand by and let her sacrifice herself. I put you all in danger. I brought all of you on this whole crazy journey, so I have to be the one to take the risks.”

I hadn’t realized I had taken on so much, and now the weight of being responsible for everyone’s safety and life, even my parents, was too much for me to bear. I fell back to my knees on the deck with my face in my hands.

“She is going to die, and it will be all my fault. This is all my fault…and…”

Sal put her hand on my shoulder. “Max, we are responsible for our own choices. We are here because we believe in you and your quest, and we all know the risks.”

“She is right,” said Anya. “And you are right. None of us would be here if it weren’t for you, but we are all the better for it. You have touched our lives, and any of us would gladly sacrifice ourselves to protect you.”

Seeing all my friends around me caused another wave of emotion to roll through me, and I felt I would crumble into a ball on the deck.

From behind Anya and Sal, I heard, “What did I miss? Are you still lying on the deck? I didn’t hurt you that bad.”

The two women parted, and a dripping wet Mesha stepped forward. “You’re crying? Why? Did I break something?”

I jumped up and hugged Mesha.

“Enough of that,” said Mesha with a smile. She held a dripping bag, “Is this the weed you were looking for?”

Piers chuckled and said, “You are a brave girl.”

We are here, said Eleepo as he landed on the rail nearest to us.

“Okay, my friends,” I announced. “It’s time to ride some kelpies!”

“Are you serious?” said Mesha. “Wait…what’s a kelpy?”


Chapter Twenty-Five

OVER THE RUSHING of the whirlpool, the kelpies blasted their songs from their long tentacles protruding from their heads. They moved toward the Saucy Pig.

I sprinkled some of the kelp off the stern of the ship. Soon tentacles were poking out of the water, searching for more.

“How are you going to get those ropes on the kelpies?” asked Anya.

“We did it before,” I said. “Mesha and I can go down and attach the kelpies, so they can pull us back from the whirlpool.”

“You’ll get killed down there,” protested Anya. “That whirlpool and current will pull you right down.”

“What choice do we have?” I replied. “Eventually, that whirlpool will grow large enough to swallow the Pig. We don’t have time for anything else.”

Anya stared at me for a minute. She then turned to Piers. “You get your strongest men, and you hold those ropes. If there is any chance of Max or Mesha getting hurt, you pull them in—do you understand?”

I don’t suppose Piers had too many people talk to him the way Anya did. His eyes were wide, his mouth open. He nodded.

“I mean it…if they get hurt, I am holding you responsible.”

“I understand,” he said solemnly.

“Anya, let Cinn know what we are up to,” I said. “When we have the kelpies on the ropes, he needs to pull the anchor so we can pull the ship back.”

“Yessir!” She held tight to the rail as she picked her way to the back of the Pig.

“And I’ll stand over there and watch in horror,” said Sal. “You better be careful, boy.” She gave me a big hug.

Piers checked the ropes. “Are you ready?”

“No,” I said. “If I had any sense, I wouldn’t go down there, but I have to.”

“We have you, Master Max,” said Piers.

Four pirates held onto Mesha’s and my ropes. Mesha kept her eyes locked on mine as we were lowered into the roiling sea. The whirlpool was still growing, and we did not have much time. As soon as our bodies touched the water, we were pulled toward the vortex. A look of terror covered Mesha’s face, so I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward me.

“You are fine,” I yelled. I wasn’t sure she could hear me over the sound of the water slapping against the hull of the ship.

I released the sugar kelp I had gripped in my hand, and immediately the kelpies surrounded me, slapping their tentacles on the water, scooping up the treat. I grabbed the nearest loop and put it into the water in front of the kelpie. It moved forward and accepted the rope around its head. I grabbed the taut rope and got on top of the kelpie, ready to ride it as I had before.

“Your turn.” I pointed at one of the other ropes. Mesha grabbed it and mirrored what I had done. Once she was on the back of the kelpie, a smile brightened her face.

We reached the other loops and secured the other kelpies to the ship.

“It’s time,” I said to Mesha. “They are like horses. Use the rope to direct them, and gently nudge them with your feet to make them move. I just hope the others follow us.”

Mesha’s smile was strained. “I will do my best, but I have to confess… I have never ridden a horse.”

“You’ll do fine.” I squeezed and released her hand. I pulled to the left and nudged the kelpie with my heels. It resisted a moment, but then it moved—slowly. The whirlpool was only feet from us now. Their flippers slapped the water hard, and we moved a little faster. The lines were taut, and the kelpies could not move anymore.

“What’s happening?” asked Mesha.

I looked up, and Piers was standing at the rail. I made a circular motion with my arm like I was cranking something, and Piers vanished. I could see the large chain near the ship's bow shudder, and I worried that perhaps the whirlpool had hold of the anchor.

There was a crunching sound as the winch broke through the side of the Pig. Wood and metal exploded outward, and the mechanism splashed into the whirlpool.

“Well, that’s one way to release the ship,” I said. “Push them hard now. We need to break from the current.”

The kelpies began moving forward again, and as they did, the ship slowly moved away from the whirlpool.

“We’re doing it!” shouted Mesha.

“Keep them going; we are not free yet.”

I looked over my shoulder and could see the Pig’s masthead emerge from the water. The back of the ship began to lower into the sea.

“Just a bit further,” I said.

The kelpies began picking up speed as the ship was well clear of the whirlpool. Finally, they stopped.

“By the six sea gods, we are saved,” Mesha said as she spread her hands toward the sky.

“Yes, we did it!”

Piers leaned over the rail. I pointed upward, and the pirates hauled us back to the deck.

“By my beard, ye did it. Ye saved us… fer now,” said Cinn as he and Piers were gripping the wheel.

“What do you mean— for now?” I asked.

“Well, there be holes in the hull, and we be takin’ on water. I suppose we could last for a bit, but I don’t believe we’ll get to land fast enough.”

“If the kelpies pulled us…” I began, but Cinn held up his hand.

“Even with yer sea horses, we won’t make it to land in enough time. If we could get to Sanctus, we might have a chance, but with that quickwater, I don’t see how.”

In the distance, a deep horn sounded.

“What be that?” asked Cinn.

“I don’t know, Captain,” replied Piers. “It is not a sound I recognize.”

The horn blew again, and the vibration rattled the ship. This time, the kelpies around the ship responded with their own call in a tone that matched the horn.

“What’s happening?” asked Mesha. We all moved to the rail and saw the kelpies slapping the water with their flippers and tentacles.

As the horn blew a third time, I worried it was another defensive reaction to keep people away.

The kelpies didn’t respond by blowing a tune through their tentacles. Instead, they dove under the water, and the ship lurched forward.

“Oh no,” I said in horror. “The horn is calling the kelpies, and they are going to pull us back into the whirlpool.”

Cinn blew his whistle, then shouted. “All hands on deck. Brace yerselves.”

The ship was moving fast but was pulling to the right, away from the whirlpool. Where were the kelpies pulling us? Wind from the motion of the ship whipped my wet hair against my face. We were moving parallel to the beach, not toward it.

“Unless a person could fly, there would be no way they could approach Sanctus. There has to be a way in,” I muttered.

The horn blew a fourth time, and the boat lurched toward the left. A few of the crew tumbled onto the deck. We closed on the shore, and I prepared for the ship to hit the quickwater. At the speed we were going, it could rip the boat in half.

The horn made two blasts, and the kelpies slowed to a stop. We were about forty feet from shore. We had made it.

The kelpies used their tentacles to pull the loops from their necks. Harmonic tones emanated from them one last time before they dove under the surface again.

The Pig lurched and tilted to the left. It wasn’t a sudden jerking movement, more like the ship was settling in.

“Ah, yer sea horses left us on a sandbar, Master Max,” said Cinn. “At least she won’t sink below the sea, but she is in bad need of repair. Alright, crew, grab what ye can; we be goin’ ashore.”

“We made it,” I said. I was in shock. “We actually made it to Sanctus.”

“I told you,” said Sal. “I believe in you, Max Daybreaker.”
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I gathered my belongings and placed them in my bag. I stuffed my book in the middle where it would be safe. I looked the bag over. It was the same bag my mother had packed for me—how many months had it been? I started my journey being terrified of Sanctus, but now it felt like the safest place in the three seas.

I scanned the beach, half expecting to see my mom waiting for me with open arms. The sand was empty but for a few skittering crabs.

There was no sign of where the horn was or who blew it. We stood on a pristine white beach against the backdrop of a dense green jungle. The crew sloshed through the shallow water between the ship and the shore and stacked boxes of goods. I had my glatony and my large bag stacked and helped the others unload the ship.

“I hope they have some shipwrights on this island of yers, Master Max,” said Cinn as he surveyed the ship. “The Pig has seen worse, but she be pretty banged up.”

“I hope so too,” I said. “I have to admit. After the horn blowing, I thought there would be someone here waiting for us.”

“Aye, I had the same feelin’.”

“We have unloaded what we can, Captain. The rest of it was destroyed and waterlogged,” said Piers.

“So, tell me, how long before our supplies run out?” Cinn asked.

“Well…two days for the food, less than that for freshwater. Most of the water canisters were fouled by seawater.”

Cinn looked at the jungle and then at the sky. “There be water in that jungle, I am sure, but I be wary entering this late in the afternoon. We don’t know what be in there, and I am not sure we be wantin’ to be in there at night.”

“You’re worried about the Midnight Men?” I asked.

“Aye, I too have heard the tales,” said Cinn. “Tell the men to make camp. We will enter the jungle in the morning.”

Piers stood unmoving. He was more statue than a man. I feared a spell had been cast on him, and my magic stirred.

“Piers, did ye hear me, mate? What’s the matter?” asked Cinn.

Piers closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths but didn’t move another muscle in his body. Sal walked over to us and peered at Piers with suspicion.

“What’s his problem?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Cinn told him that we needed to make camp, and we would enter the jungle in the morning, and then he sort of froze.”

Sal laughed and even slapped her knee. Piers opened his eyes to frown at her.

“He didn’t tell you? Oh…this is going to be good. I am so glad I am here to witness this.”

“Witness what?” I asked.

“I have known Piers for a long time, and I know many of his secrets. Being a Trueseer means I keep those secrets to myself unless I am given permission.”

“And?” Cinn said impatiently. “What be yer point?”

“I’m not a Trueseer anymore. I died, and my obligations, as far as I am concerned, died too. I make my own choices. I have watched others die because I kept their secrets even though revealing them could have saved lives.”

Sal put her hand on Piers’s arm, and his eyes grew wide. “It is time, my giant friend. Your secret must be revealed so that you can save these people.”

“I vowed I would never, ever talk about it,” said Piers in his deep gruff voice.

“That was fine until we landed on the island,” replied Sal. “Now we are facing a life and death situation.”

Piers looked angry like he might strike someone, but the moment was fleeting, and his face went back to his unreadable, passive look.

“It does not seem like I have a choice, Sal. If I don’t reveal my secret, it seems nothing is preventing you from telling it anyway.”

“I think they would prefer the truth came from you.”

I hadn’t noticed, but my friends were now standing around us, listening to what was going on.

“Well, Piers?” said Cinn. “I be a bit surprised, as I didn’t believe we had secrets.”

“Captain, this is something that I am not very proud of,” said Piers. “It is a part of my life that I preferred to leave behind, but Sal is correct. Now is the time to tell you.”

“Go on,” I said. “The anticipation is killing me.”

“Before I became a Spice Pirate, I was…a prince.”

“A what?” I asked. “A prince of where?”

“I am the prince of the Midnight Men.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

THERE WAS a collective gasp in the group. Everyone was shocked, except Sal, who had a smug look on her face.

“You’re a…prince?” asked Cinn. “You don’t expect me to bow or anythin’ like that, do ya? When Linzy is around, I don’t give her any special treatment.”

“No, you don’t.” Mesha chuckled.

“I come from a tribe of fierce warriors,” said Piers with some pride. “Our one mission is to protect the island.”

“So, Prince Piers, what can you tell us about this island?”

Piers ignored the jab. “I have been thinking about the horn, and I believe it may have come from the Citadel of Light, which is at the center of the island. But the tower has been sealed for many hundreds of years, so I am not sure who could have blown it. I can think of only two people who could have known how to open the tower.”

Before anyone asked who it was, I already knew the answer.

“My father and the Witch Queen,” I said.

“Yes, Master Max,” said Piers with a nod.

“I don’t think it would have been the Witch Queen so that only leaves my dad.” I didn’t want to get too excited—but perhaps my mother was here, too. I had let my guard down before with foolish hope, and I refused to do it now. Until I was sure—very sure— I would not allow my emotions to dictate my actions. It was time to be cautious.

“So, where are the Midnight Men?” Cinn asked.

“The Citadel of Light is at the center of the island, about a half day’s walk. We should wait until morning. Midnight Men are patrolling the jungle, but it is not them you have to worry about at night. It is the other guardians—those with sharp teeth and big appetites.”

“I’m with Piers,” interjected Mesha. “Let’s stay on the beach tonight. Or maybe on the Pig.”

Cinn stroked his beard as he always did when he was thinking. Below deck is not safe, but my cabin is high enough if you wish to stay there tonight,” said Cinn.

“Great, Max and I will stay in the cabin then,” Mesha said.

“Anya and I will go as well,” said Sal. “I don’t fancy sleeping under the stars unless I have to. The cots below deck were bad enough on my back.”

“Aye, then it is settled,” said Cinn. “Meanwhile, ye and I have some talkin’ to do, Piers. Ye need to tell me all ye know about this island…I mean, yer Highness.”

Cinn bent over in a peal of laughter. Piers did not look amused.

“Any of the rest of ye secret princes, princesses…barons…duchesses?” Cinn said and walked away. He continued to laugh as he approached his crew.

I grabbed my bag and glatony and made my way back to the ship. An odd feeling washed over me as we boarded. Something tickled my mind.

“Eleepo? Are you around?

There was no reply.

“Has anyone seen Eleepo?” I asked the group.

“I haven’t seen him since he arrived with the kelpies.”

Eleepo? Can you hear me?

Still nothing.

“What’s wrong, Max?” asked Anya.

“I don’t know. Something doesn’t feel right,” I said. “I can’t put my finger on it. Have you noticed that Eleepo always shows up at the last minute to help us and then vanishes again?”

“I have noticed that. But she does work for the prince, after all.”

“Yes, but why would Abad send just his hawk if he was worried about our safety? He tried to capture us but then didn’t pursue us.”

“So do you think that Eleepo has another motive? Has she gone rogue?” asked Anya.

“I believe she wants to keep us alive, and I believe she wanted us to get to Sanctus, but beyond that, I don’t know what her plans for us are.”

“I guess the next time we see that sly bird, we should grab her and ask her what she is up to,” replied Anya.

“That is not a bad idea.”

We made a few makeshift cots for people to sleep on for the night. Most of the kitchen utensils and supplies had been packed up and brought to shore, so there was a little more room.

I climbed into my hammock in my small space, and I closed the door for some privacy and space to think. I pulled out the Secrets of the Twilight Djinn and thought about what I wanted to know. The book flipped open to a page on its own.

 

Hierakes are an ancient race of giant hawks born of magic and given the gift of intellect. During the Djinn Wars, they were offered protection by the Djinn in return for their service. Some of the Hierakes refused and were killed by the Djinn. Unlike humans and other creatures, the Hierakes could not be turned into undead creatures of the Twilight Army.

Those that created an alliance with the Djinn served as messengers and spies. They would fly high over ships and villages and could communicate back to the Djinn what they saw. Because they flew so high, they were excellent at avoiding capture or being struck by arrows.

 

So, Eleepo’s clan worked for the Djinn. Then why was she working for Abad, I wondered. The pages of the book flittered and flipped in response.

 

After the Djinn Wars, the Sultan had the aeries on Middle Isle burned. He had the remaining Hierakes brought to him and gave them an ultimatum. Unless the Hierakes pledged their fealty to him, he would have them executed. Some agreed, and others didn’t.

That explained why Eleepo seemed to be loyal to Prince Abad.

But could it be that her real loyalty was with the Djinn? The sultan had destroyed their home and killed her ancestors, so there was reason enough to turn on the Sultan and the Spice Guild.

It was likely that Harim, the slimy head of the Spice Guild, was somehow connected. He had tried to kill the crew of the Saucy Pig and me along with them. He could have conscripted Eleepo to help him since the Djinn were returning.
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Morning came quickly, as I had not slept very well the previous night. There were so many questions rattling around my brain, and I was anxious about what we would find once we entered the interior of Sanctus.

Cinn came and cooked a quick breakfast, and we all ate silently. I supposed that everyone was feeling the same way I was—cautiously optimistic.

I shared with the group what I had read about the Hierakes.

“Well, I don’t think Eleepo is a spy,” said Mesha.

“Why not? She talked you into almost getting us killed in Nobles,” I replied.

“That was my fault,” Mesha said. “I guess I misunderstood some of what she told me.”

“You can speak with Eleepo?” asked Anya, clearly shocked.

I could tell instantly that Mesha regretted sharing her secret. She crossed her arms and fidgeted in her seat. She stared at me, her eyes pleading.

“Yes, she can, just like me,” I replied. “For all we know, she can talk to all of us and hear our thoughts.”

“That’s not very comforting,” said Anya as she stabbed a sausage on her plate with the tip of her knife.

“I just don’t understand, though,” I continued. “Eleepo has helped us out of some tight spots. Why would she do that if she was working for the Djinn? Why not let us die, or why not just lead the Djinn straight to us?”

Cinn stopped chewing as he looked out the large bay window at the back of the cabin. A dark shadow passed over the water.

“Ye may be more right than ye know, boy,” said Cinn as he stood up. “Everyone, abandon ship, right now.”

The tone of Captain Cinn’s voice indicated that it was not time to ask questions. My belongings were still stacked on the beach, so I did not delay running out of the cabin. A shadow passed over us, but with the bright sun, I could not make out what it was, only that it was something massive.

Each of us grabbed a rope on the rail and slid down into the shallow water. The crew was huddled on the beach and pointing up into the sky. My magic rolled through my body like a flame through dry grass as Anya and Mesha readied their weapons.

I tried to shield my eyes and make out what was circling above us. It wasn’t Eleepo; it was something much more significant. The object blotted out more of the sun, and I realized it was descending and heading toward the Pig. Two gouts of flame exploded as the sail caught fire and the masts splintered into pieces.

It was the twins in their dragon form, and on their back was my fake mother. I could hear her laughter as they swooped low over our group. We all instinctively dove into the sand as the dragon turned and flew back toward the Pig.

“No!” screamed Cinn. He got up and began running toward the ship, and Piers tackled him to the soft sand before he could get too far.

The twins unleashed another two columns of flame at the ship directed at the captain’s cabin. There was the sound of cracking wood and shattering glass as it blew into pieces over the deck and the water.

Why were they destroying the ship? I couldn’t hide and do nothing. I stood and extended my hands. In my mind, I remembered the ball of paper I had lit in the cabin and tried to imagine forming another ball of fire. From the burning ship arose a cannonball-sized fireball. It shimmered in the air with waves of heat pulsating from its center. I held up my hand, pointed at the dragon, and pushed my magic toward it. The flaming ball moved with incredible speed past the dragon, which was forced to change its course. It turned in the air and twisted back toward the ship.

I created a new fireball, and this time, I made the ball much quicker and massive. I held up my arm and looked down it toward the tip of my finger. I aimed it toward the dragon and followed it as she approached the ship. This time the fireball hit its mark and landed square in her chest.

She rolled and spiraled down into the shallows of the water with a hiss of steam upon impact.

“By the six sea gods, ye took her down,” said Cinn. “Good show, Master Max.”

I would have accepted his praise, but I knew it wasn’t over.

“Look,” said Anya as she pointed at the sea. At first, I couldn’t see anything except the whitecaps of waves as they landed on the shore. But then three heads emerged from the water. My fake mother and the twins.

“Bravo, son,” said my fake mother and clapped as she walked onto the shore. “Quite impressive. Your sisters said you were growing in your power, but I didn’t believe it.”

“You are not my mother, and those are not my sisters,” I said as I clenched my fists. My magic was boiling anger in my veins.

To my left was Mesha, with her blades glinting in the sun.

“You will pay for what you have done,” I said.

Fake mother began laughing. “Oh, will I?” she said. “I haven’t even begun.”

Her hands rose into the air, the sky darkened, and there was the sound of thunder.

“Silly boy, you don’t have a chance of beating me.”

The twins stood next to her. Emotionless and still.

Mesha moved first. She launched her daggers, and they crossed the space at blinding speed. Fake mom held up her hand, and the swirling blades stopped, suspended in the air.

“Oh, silly girl, didn’t your mother ever tell you not to play with knives?” She stood with a grin so evil that it would never have been on my real mother’s face. “No? Then I guess I’ll let you have them back.”

With a flick of her wrist, the pair of daggers came whistling back and pinned Mesha’s sleeves to a large wooden container from the ship. Mesha screamed in frustration as she tried to pry herself loose.

“Be thankful I didn’t pin your hands instead, girl,” said Fake Mom. “I have plans for you, and I need you whole.”

“Stop! Please stop,” I yelled with my hands raised before me. I could feel my magic burning my skin, trying to force its way out. I had told myself that I would not turn into the monster again, but my friends were in danger. This fake mother needed to be stopped, and only I could do it.

“Oh, dear Max, why would I stop? I am having so much fun.”

Piers tried to pull the knives out but couldn’t. The daggers were perhaps being held in place with magic.

Anya ran, and as she dove, she aimed two widow makers at the twins. The poison-tipped blades and spikes found their mark. Both of the twins had a knife and spike stuck in their torso. Without changing their expression, they pulled out the deadly projectiles and dropped them to the sand.

“That wasn’t very nice. They’re just a couple innocent girls.” Fake Mom’s expression turned dark. “You can’t hurt them, assassin. But I can hurt you.”

Anya ran toward my fake mother.

“Don’t,” I cried, but it was too late. The fake mother snapped her finger, and Anya sunk into the sand up to her waist. Anya struggled but only sank deeper.

“What is it you want?” I asked. “Whatever it is, let’s discuss it. Just stop hurting them.”

“I already have what I want,” she said. “I have you and access to the Isle of Sanctus. And because you are weak and care only for your friends, I was able to distract you. Did you ever wonder why the Witch Queen or her harpies didn’t just take you here?”

I had wondered, as it didn’t make sense.

“It’s because she couldn’t. And until you opened the barrier and came through with your ship, I couldn’t, either.”

Dread filled my being. The puzzle that Krades had mentioned clicked into place clearly before me. It was why the six sea gods thought I could be a danger.

“Why come here?” I asked. “Why is this place protected?”

“You are so naïve, Max. Your parents did not save you by keeping secrets from you—they made you weak and vulnerable. Sure, we must discover where the Midnight Jewel is, but we also need something to defeat the Witch Queen for good, and you gave it to us.”

“The Citadel of Light,” I responded. It was full of magical weapons and books of spells, and I had unwittingly given them access.

“So, you aren’t so naïve after all,” said Fake Mom. “Not only can the magic there allow us to defeat the Witch Queen, but we can also control the six sea gods.”

It was worse than I thought, and I fully understood the threat I posed to all the three seas.

“Controlling the sea gods is only the beginning. Then the real fun begins.”

Fun? None of what she was telling me sounded like fun. I needed to stop her, now.

Another shadow passed above me. This one was smaller, and the twins hadn’t moved.

I’m sorry, Max, said Eleepo. I really did like you.

A green glass ball fell in the sand in front of me. It cracked open, and before I could run, a green cloud blossomed from inside. I coughed and fell to my knees. My magic faded from me, and I could feel something trying to force itself down my throat. This time I fought back and concentrated my magic around my center.

“Oh, don’t fight it, Max,” said Fake Mom. “It is going to take you over, and fighting it will only cause you pain.”

I heard Cinn scream, “Don’t ye hurt that boy! Ye’ll regret it.”

“You all don’t catch on very fast, do you?” said Fake Mom. “The good thing is that you are strong and skilled. You will make great additions to my Twilight Army.”

Twilight Army?

“Who are you, really?” I coughed.

“You can’t be that dense, Max. You haven’t figured it out? I am the Djinn, Nephu Malamud.”

I looked over my shoulder and saw Cinn and the rest of the crew sinking in the sand.

“I don’t want you all dead quite yet,” she said. “You retain many more of your skills from life if I turn you while you are still living. I don’t need any more mindless troops.”

“I’ll never let you do that,” I said. I was pushing against the demon trying to take me over. Once was enough; I wasn’t going to allow another of them to get inside me.

“You are to blame for this, Max,” said the Djinn. “First, you send my husband back to his prison, and then you tried to burn me on Mount Krades. That wasn’t very nice.”

“You deserved it,” I said. I could feel the demon’s grip on my throat loosening and my magic returning.

“I have to say, though, I have underestimated you. You have power that might rival our family or even the Witch Queen’s. Too bad you don’t know how to use it.”

I wanted to keep her talking a little longer as I gained my strength back. She was quick with her magic, and I needed to catch her by surprise.

“I know nothing about the Midnight Jewel.” It was my turn to laugh. “You have wasted your time.”

“I figured out early on that you had no clue about the Midnight Jewel. It was torture lying there, listening to you sob about missing your mother—blech. My only entertainment was draining those sailors and the people on that wretched island.”

So I had seen the Djinn and the twins at night in their true forms, and I felt terrible for their victims.

“You’ll never find that Midnight Jewel, and you will be undone.”

“Oh, once your mother knows I have you, she will tell me.”

“Fine. If it’s me you want, let my friends go. Like you said, you have what you want,” I replied.

“You trust others too much, Max. Your friends will always let you down and will eventually betray you. I learned all about trust when the Witch Queen turned me into this.”

She held up her arms and twirled around.

“I guess I should not be too sore with her. While she did kill me, she brought me back and gave me eternal life and powers I could never have imagined as the queen of a dying dynasty. And, when I turn you into one of us, you will thank me too!”

She didn’t intend to turn me into a member of the Twilight Army; she intended to turn me into a Djinn.

“All we wanted…all we asked for was to have a son. The Witch Queen was vengeful and exacted justice in the most twisted way possible. So…now I will take what was promised. I will have my son…a Djinn son. You will be our greatest weapon, Max. This is so perfect. I can’t thank you enough for making this all possible. . . son.”

My heart dropped. So did my grip on the demon inside me, and it pushed hard. It felt like it might split me apart. I screamed out in agony.

“I told you, Max, don’t fight it. It is inevitable. Just let it take over, and then you can be on the way to becoming my true son.”

Something dark moved behind the Djinn. She was so focused on me, she wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t want to look at it, as I might give its position away to the Djinn or the twins. The twins had a pained look on their faces but still didn’t move.

“It won’t take long now. Just inhale deeply and relax, son.”

A spear erupted out of the Djinn’s face, and she dropped to her knees. This was my chance. I expanded the ball of magic I had formed inside me and pushed it outward with all my will and strength.

We were surrounded by many other dark figures. It was the Midnight Men. They wore black cloaks that brushed the ground, and their hoods were deep and hid their faces. In their hands were crescent-shaped blades and black-handled spears.

The midnight man that stabbed the Djinn was shorter than the rest and struggled to pull out the spear, then finally dropped the handle. The figure pulled back her cloak and said, “Get away from my son, you venomous witch.”

My heart swelled. The demon shot out of my body in a rush, and the green cloud blew away in the breeze. I inhaled a big breath and said, “Mom!”

“Max…oh, Max!” My mother ran past the Djinn and almost knocked me down with her hug. She kissed my cheeks. “Oh, son…you are safe…oh, Max.”

The Djinn began cackling as her enchantment of looking like my mother slipped away. She pulled the spear the rest of the way out of her head, and the wound immediately closed.

The Djinn was taller than my mother and was slender with long raven-colored hair. On her brow sat a circlet with a glowing green stone set in the middle.

“I do love reunions! It is such a pleasure to finally meet you, Bettina. We have much to discuss.”

I let my magic build. I needed to be able to transform into the beast and destroy the Djinn. I would not allow her to take my mother or hurt anyone else.

The Midnight Men began humming, and it sounded like a low growl.

“Guardians of this island, I have no quarrel with you,” said the Djinn.

The humming grew louder. Their spears pointed toward the Djinn, and she looked…afraid.

“Time to sleep, Bettina,” said the Djinn as she snapped her fingers. My mother fell to the ground.

“No…you will never… ever…HAVE HER!”

I felt magic fill every inch of my body, inside and out. My bones cracked, and my muscles grew. I was transforming into the beast.

“It’s a shame, Max,” said the Djinn. “You would have made a great addition to the family. But now…you must die. Girls?”

The twins stepped in between the Djinn and me and shifted into the great double-headed red dragon.

“Kill him!”

The dragon roared, and flames scorched the sand into black obsidian. My cat-beast form crouched, ready to pounce. I was prepared to rip out the throats of the dragon, one at a time. The dragon heads looked at me, then down at my mother, then back at me. My muscles coiled like springs, ready to leap and finish the dragon. My thoughts were less my own and more of the beast I had become. Its only thoughts were to destroy the dragon and then eat the Djinn.

The dragon leaned toward my mom, and I became enraged. I thought the twins intended to burn and eat her, but then the most unexpected thing happened. They shifted back into the form of two girls.

“What are you doing?” asked the Djinn, her voice full of rage. The Midnight Men’s circle became tighter around us, their hum thrumming in my brain, making it challenging to concentrate.

“He is our brother,” said Liana. “We cannot kill him.”

“I wouldn’t mind hurting him a little,” said Machrees with a wicked sneer. “But my sister is right. We can’t kill him.”

The Djinn was not using her magic. The Midnight Men’s chant must have been blocking her.

“Are you mad? He is not your brother,” she said in a panic. “You aren’t his sisters. You are creatures of mud and sticks that I control.”

“You created us to be Max’s sisters,” said Liana. “But his love for his family changed us. We are his sisters. And while we do not have the power to destroy you, we will not harm him.”

“You were nothing but mud, and to the mud, you shall return.” The Djinn stood tall. She raised her hands, and the twins became statues of red clay. There was a piece of Green Spice and runes glowing on their brows. The Djinn wiped away the runes and plucked out the chunks of spice.

“Do you see what you made me do, you…”

I didn’t give her a chance to say another word. I leaped at her and dug my teeth into her throat, and there was a snap. I shook her a few times, and her body flopped to the sand. Out of her mouth, a demon emerged, much like it had done with her husband, Farum Malamud. Except this time, my father wasn’t here, and there was no enchanted vessel present to send her to.

The Midnight Men’s chanting became louder in a language I didn’t understand. The demon’s serpent face looked around, and it began to howl and shake. Whenever it moved toward somebody, the chanting peaked, and the thing backed away.

The chant had a magical power to it, but not a kind that I had encountered yet. Its rhythm and harmonies were doing something even to me. My bones began knitting back together, and my muscles shortened. I was Max Daybreaker again. I stood in awe of the magic flowing all around. Anya pulled herself out of the sand.

The pirates began cursing as they got loose from the magic that had been holding them as well.

My mom opened her eyes, and I felt a lump in my throat. She was alive. “Mom…”

“I’m okay, Max,” said my mom. My real mom.

The demon was still looking around and hissing. A whirlwind moved it around, but the chanting still held it in check. I wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen next. It locked eyes with me, and it held its arms toward the sky, which immediately darkened. The hairs on my arms stood on end. Something terrible was about to happen.

“Everyone get down,” I shouted. The pirates and my friends dove into the sand, but the Midnight Men continued their chant.

It began to rain, hot and steamy drops. It was unnatural and bitter as it ran over my lips. A bolt of lightning struck close and split a palm tree in half. It smoldered, and there was the strange burnt smell in the air—I could taste it.

More lightning bolts struck close, and some of the Midnight Men were hit and thrown across the beach, their bodies motionless when they landed. The chant warbled, and the demon grinned. The whirlwind moved it quickly in my direction.

Piers pulled the daggers from Mesha’s sleeves. Her eyes had been closed, and now as she opened them, they weren’t her normal brown eyes; they were golden cat eyes. Mesha panted with a pained look on her face. She opened her mouth in what I thought would be a scream, but it was something else.

She inhaled a deep breath, held it, and then a wave of sound exploded around her. A circle of golden light, the same color as her eyes, expanded from her, and every person was knocked to the ground.

The boxes that the crew had brought to shore cracked and burst as the ring cut through them. The Midnight Men were knocked back to the ground. When the sound ring reached the demon, it twisted and screeched. The sound hurt my ears, but I no sooner put up my hands to block out the sound when the ring hit me. It was hot and sounded like a thousand crows squawking at once. I landed hard on my back next to my mother. And then everything went black.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

“MAX…COME on, Little Bear, it’s time to wake up.”

It was my mother’s voice, but I was afraid to open my eyes only to see a demon staring down at me, laughing at me. Mocking me. Could I risk the feeling of hope being crushed again?

“Max, I know you can hear me,” said the voice. “I know when you are fake sleeping.”

Now that sounded like my mother. Could a Djinn fake that? The fake mother knew things, but they were things that I had talked about when I thought my mother had been under a sleeping spell. Fake mother didn’t seem to know things beyond what I had shared. I wondered if I had said anything about faking sleep as a game to get out of early morning chores?

“How be he farin’?” asked Cinn.

“He’s okay. He is only pretending to be asleep.”

“Why is he doin’ that?”

“From what you have shared, I would guess he doesn’t trust it is me.”

My ruse was not working, and I couldn’t pretend to be unconscious forever. I felt sand under me. Why was I on the sand?

“Hold her steady, mates,” said Cinn. His voice seemed a little further away. There was the sound of the surf on a beach. A beach—I was on Sanctus. I was battling the Djinn. My mom stabbed it with a spear, and then…

“Help me! Max!” yelled Mesha.

My eyes shot open, and I sat up quickly, which was a mistake because my body hurt. The sudden movement made me acutely aware of my injuries. My eyes were blurred as I tried to scan my surroundings. Figures were moving around me, but they were fuzzy, and I couldn’t make out who they were.

“Lie back, son,” said my mother. “You are injured, and we need to get you to a healer.”

I ignored her and tried to stand up, and I tumbled back to my knees.

“Mesha!”

“Max…please help me.”

“Ye need to put that gag on her, or she could use her magic again.”

Magic? I was confused. I remembered the…Midnight Men. They were chanting. And then…Mesha. She yelled, and there was a bright ring of light…and then darkness.

“Stop it,” I commanded. “You’re hurting her.”

“Max…please don’t move.” My mother’s hand was on my chest in an attempt to keep me down. I blinked to try to clear my vision.

“What are they doing to Mesha?” I demanded.

“They are binding her,” she replied. “She is dangerous, son. They are doing it to protect us.”

“She is not dangerous,” I said and forcefully pushed her hand aside. I could feel my magic stirring and itching under my skin. I didn’t want to hurt Captain Cinn or anyone from the crew, but I couldn’t let them hurt Mesha. My vision was clear enough to see one of the Midnight Men standing near Mesha, chanting something. She was writhing and kicking, and Sirio was holding his nose with blood flowing from it.

I staggered toward Mesha. Her head drooped and then went slack. Two of the Midnight Men put a black cloth across her mouth as a third continued chanting.

I gathered what little power I had to let it flow from my hands. The two Midnight Men who had gagged her raised their hands, and there were sparks as my magic struck an invisible barrier. I tried to raise more power.

Piers stepped in front of me. I looked up at him but was not intimidated. I would go through him if I needed to. Mesha needed me.

“Max,” said Piers in a booming voice. “Stop. They are not hurting her. They put her to sleep and have magically bound her because she could have killed us all.”

“She wouldn’t hurt anyone,” I said. I was standing toe to toe with the giant now. “Please get out of my way and release her.”

“You need to trust me,” replied Piers, unmoving. “She wouldn’t intend to hurt anyone, but she is a fledgling. Her voice can break a man’s spine or make him go mad. Her magic will respond to her emotions and pain, and because of that, she is dangerous.”

“Piers, you know her,” I insisted. “She wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“Max, she is not who she appears to be. She is not even human.”

“What are you talking about?” I was so confused.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Son, I can tell you care for her, but the Midnight Men only wish to contain her. The witch’s council will decide her fate now.”

“Witch’s council? What are you talking about?” I asked.

My mother was standing in front of me.

“Young cub, there is so much I need to tell you and explain, but for now, you must back down. The Midnight Men do not take kindly to being threatened by magic on their island.”

“I don’t care,” I replied. “That is my friend. I know her. She is human. You have it all wrong.”

“She might appear to be human, and sadly, she might not even know herself what she is,” replied my mother with empathy in her eyes.

“What is she then?”

“She’s a banshee, and from what I just witnessed, a rather powerful one.”

I felt my power retreating back into my center. “You must promise not to hurt her. Do you hear me?”

“Max, I give you my word,” said Piers. “My people are not cruel or unjust. They will be careful with her.”

I had no words to express what I was feeling. A headache was forming behind my eyes and growing by the moment. Now that my magic was retreating, I could feel every bruised muscle in my body, and I suspected I might have a broken rib.

“Mom,” I said. “I’m sorry. She is very important to me, and I don’t care what she is; she is my friend.”

“She is fortunate to have a friend like you, son.”

I felt tears welling in my eyes. I was exhausted, disoriented, and in pain.

“I’ll take that healer now, Mom.”
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The Midnight Men brought supplies to the beach and set up tents. They were curious. It was not accurate to call them Midnight Men, as there were both men and women. They were bald and powerfully built like Piers –dark-skinned and beautiful. Both the men and women wore gold earrings and nose rings. They worked silently and, like Piers, never smiled.

One of them rubbed their hands together, and fire appeared to provide warmth and light as the day shifted to dusk. When the healer came to work on my injuries, Cinn and Olmec, the ship’s healer, watched with a focused curiosity. The healer was an older woman with deep creases in her skin. There were lines around her eyes and mouth that made me think that she smiled a lot.

“What herb be that one?” Cinn asked.

“It is crab root. It grows near the shore on the other side of the island, and we use it to close wounds and reduce bruising.”

“And that one?” Cinn asked the healer as she ground an orange-smelling herb on a stone with a mortar.

“This is morning orange,” said the healer. “It blooms only one day a year, deep in the jungle. We have watchers that wait all year because it is never the same day.”

“That is fascinating,” said Cinn. “What does it do?”

“It’s used for pain and is very strong. You will feel sleepy, Max,” said the healer as she put the morning orange and crab root in a cup of steaming water. She took a spoon and scooped out a thick golden liquid, then let it drip into the cup.

“What is that?” It was my turn to be curious.

“It is…hmmm…I think your people call them crumblebees. It is crumblebee honey, and it makes it taste less bitter. You must drink all of this, Max. You have two broken ribs, and you must let the herbs mend the bone.”

I drank the liquid, which smelled like oranges but tasted like bitter sheep weed. I gagged down the foul tonic as my mother entered the tent.

“You finish that, Max.”

I had so much to share with my mom, like the fact that I could turn into a snow bear now. I was thankful I could shift back to human form with less difficulty this time. Maybe I was getting my magic under better control.

“What happened to the Djinn demon?” I asked. “Dad used a vessel and was able to capture Djinn King Farum, but I blacked out…”

“Your friend, Mesha, sent the demon away, but I’m not sure where it went. The body she used turned into ash, which I was thankful for. It was alarming seeing that thing with my face.”

I felt guilty over being fooled by the Djinn. I should have known my own mother. As my mom held my hand, I was sure, without a doubt, this was really my mother. I never fully felt right around the Djinn. I should have listened to my heart rather than trusting my eyes.

“What happens now?” I asked.

Before she could answer, I heard a racket going on outside.

“Captain, the Golden Viper approaches,” yelled Piers from outside the tent.

“Great,” said Cinn. “Just when things were lookin’ up, yer cousin Abad finds us. Shall we roll out the red carpet for ‘im?”

I tried to sit up, but my head swam, and I slumped back on the cot.

“Son, sit still,” said my mom. “Cinn and I can handle Abad. We’re all old friends.”

“About that, Mom,” I said as I squeezed my eyes shut to stop the tent from spinning around me. “You have a lot to explain.”

Mom patted my hand. “Yes, but not right now. Cinn, shall we?”

“I’d be honored. It’s just like old times,” said Cinn.

Old times? Mom had so much explaining to do.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

I WOKE to an almost entirely dark tent. A few lanterns were providing a little light hanging on the tent poles. I sat up slowly, and this time, there was no pain, and my head was no longer swimming.

There was some shouting, but it was not voices I recognized, and I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying.

I walked out of the tent, and everyone was kneeling, including my mom, Cinn, and Abad. The Midnight Men were nowhere to be seen. There was an entire regimen of the palace guard, who was also taking a knee. There was only one other person who was standing.

He was a young man who looked to be only a few years older than me. He wore a long cape, and each finger had a ring that glittered in the bonfire light. The full moon was above the horizon –I must have slept for hours.

“I thought you said that he was asleep and could not be disturbed?” said the young man.

No one responded.

“Well, Max, come over here so I can see you better. I’ll excuse your poor manners for the moment.”

Who was this kid? And why was everyone bowing to him? I crossed my arms.

“Why should I?”

“Son…please…do as he says,” mom said.

“Why should I? Have you all lost your minds? Why are you bowing to this…kid?”

“Bettina, such a spirited boy you have raised, but not a very bright one,” said the young man.

“Son, please!”

“Why are you letting him talk to you that way? Who is he?”

“This…this is the Midnight Jewel?” asked the boy in an incredulous tone. “I think the prophecy got it all wrong, or you picked the wrong boy.”

“Father, he is the one,” said Abad. “I have witnessed his power, and more importantly, his fierce heart.”

Father? That would mean…

“You’re Sultan Ubu?” I asked with a chuckle.

Maybe it was the healing tonic that had twisted my brain, but this boy couldn’t be the sultan. Could he?

“Yes, and my patience is wearing thin. I told you to come here, and I have had men executed for less than your arrogant refusal to follow my orders.”

My mother turned toward me, and I saw fear written all over her face. My magic began building inside me.

“Oh,” said the sultan with a large grin. “Now I see his power. Now I see why the Djinn fear him.”

I walked up to the sultan. I was almost exactly his height, and so I looked at him on a direct level. My hands were shaking, and I wanted to strike him down. He wanted to execute Cinn and his men, and my mother was probably not in his good favor either. I would do what I needed to do to protect them.

When I was about five feet from him, he held up his hand. “Stop right there. You might think that you could take me down, but I assure you, I am not helpless. Magic runs deep in my veins, and so you don’t know what I am capable of. Your insubordination will be dealt with, but I might forgive you if you back down that magic and bow before me.”

I hated the sultan deeply at that moment, and I ran up and spat on his shoe. His eyes went wide with a murderous look.

“I will never bow before you, Ubu. I am the son of Agus the Just. I am the Witch Queen’s nephew. I am the daughter of Bettina, who is the most amazing and strong woman I have ever known. I am also a spice pirate aboard the Saucy Pig, and therefore your sworn enemy. I will never, ever bow to you. You don’t know what I am capable of… You need to set my mother and friends go, or you will regret it.”

The anger left the sultan’s face, and he began to laugh. Hard. I was confused.

“Can you believe this kid? He spat on my shoe. He shows no fear and does not bow to authority.”

The guards and Abad looked around in confusion. My mother was shaking her head.

“Oh, Master Max, just when I be thinking, I could not be surprised by ye…We be doomed to die, but I couldn’t be a prouder captain right now!”

“Oh, stand up, the lot of you,” commanded the sultan. “I wanted to see what this boy was made of, and I am impressed. I will deal with your well-deserved executions someday, but not today. The Jade Palace has fallen, and right now, our purposes are aligned. We must rid the three seas of the Djinn and the Twilight Army.”

As people stood with confused looks, my mother ran and hugged me. “Oh Max, I love you so much,” she said as she hugged and kissed me. “You make me so proud.”

“I love you too, Mom,” I said and held her tight.

Out of the shadow stepped the Midnight Men.

“If things had gone bad,” whispered Mom, “they were ready to protect us.”

“Mom, what did he mean that I was the Midnight Jewel?”

I already knew the answer. I was the Midnight Jewel. It was the last piece of the puzzle, and somehow I already knew it. But what did that mean? I was a weapon? Was that what the six sea gods were worried about?

Sal walked over to us. “You have guts, boy.”

I squinted at her. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“Knew what?” Sal asked with an innocent voice.

“You knew all of this was going to happen. You knew I was the Midnight Jewel.”

“I did,” Sal said.

“Why didn’t you say anything? We could have…”

“Max, I told you before. I don’t meddle. If I tell people what I see of their lives and their futures, I could alter them. That day we first met, I knew. But I had to let it unfold—just as it has. What confused me was my part in your journey beyond my death. Which is another reason I said nothing because I didn’t think it was possible. I thought something was wrong with my powers.”

“Well…I guess I’ll forgive you.”

“No forgiveness is needed,” said Sal. “I am just glad you found your mom— your heart is complete again.”

“You are so right,” I said. “Can you tell me what happens next?”

“I could, but I am not going to,” Sal said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“If I did, it might scare you so badly; you wouldn’t tread a step further.”


Epilogue

AT DAWN, we broke camp and prepared for our trek through the jungle to the Citadel of Light.

“Why can’t I see Mesha?” I asked Piers.

“Because she isn’t here,” he answered.

“What do you mean?”

“Yesterday, while you were asleep, it was decided she needed to be taken to the council of witches right away.”

“Who are the council of witches?” I asked.

“You will find out soon,” my mother said as she hauled a pack onto her back. “They will be your teachers and prepare you for what you are to face.”

“Teachers?”

“Yes, there is an elemental magic school here on Sanctus. They will teach you about your powers and about the five elemental magics. Your father has arranged everything.”

“Dad? Is he here?”

My mom hesitated before answering.

“He was…but he left last week.”

“Why did he leave?”

“He needed to return to Arctus and help its inhabitants against a threat up there.”

“It’s the Ice Giants, right?” I asked.

“It is not just them…there are other dark things in this world waiting for their opportunity to come out of hiding. You will learn more about those things from the council.”

“So I have to go to school?” I asked. “I never had to before.”

“And that I regret,” said my mom. “We should have sent you to Sanctus years ago instead of hiding away in Paradisi. But we are here now.”

I didn’t like the idea of school. I wanted to stay with Cinn and the Spice Pirates. I looked over at Cinn and Piers shaking hands. I walked over to them.

“What’s going on?” I asked Cinn.

“Well, I have good news and bad news.”

Oh no, I thought. The good news, bad news game.

“Okay, good news first.”

“Some of the Midnight Men are going to stay and help us repair the Saucy Pig.”

I looked at the wreck. There was not too much of it left, and it looked like a blackened skeleton. The only thing that didn’t seem to be damaged by the dragon fire was the Pig masthead. I looked around the shoreline and didn’t see the Golden Viper or the sultan and his guards.

“Where did the sultan go?”

“He decided he needed to return to Niman Jungle on Harsu and consult with the Witch Queen. He needs to reunite his army and make a plan to protect the other islands. He be not too worried about us right now. We don’t have a ship, and even if we did, he be right. We need to join together and fight the Djinn. Then we be doomed again…”

“So, the bad news?”

“We will be parting, for now. I hear you be going to a witch school—ye sound like a lucky lad.”

“Are you being sarcastic?” I asked.

“What do ye think? I don’t like magic, so a witch school sounds awful, but it sounds perfect for ye. It has been a pleasure, Master Max.” He held out his hand to shake mine.

I ran and hugged him. “I will be back,” I said. “I am a Spice Pirate now.”

“Aye, Master Max,” said Cinn as he sniffled. “Ye’ll be a Spice Pirate fer life.”

 

Max’s adventures continue in Max and the Citadel of Light coming Spring 2022.
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