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      This was the worst idea Jade had had yet.

      I was crumpled into a tight ball on the cabin bed, willing what was left of my dinner to stay in my acid-filled stomach, while the creaking, groaning ship swayed around me. With each cresting wave the wooden vessel rose up, tilting me dangerously close to the edge of the mattress, and then fell with a rush.

      Couldn’t we have just walked?

      The ship gave another jolt, and I buried my head in the pillow. Ugh! When would this rocking nightmare stop? I wished desperately for the end of the sea voyage, but I knew it was hopeless. It would be two more days before my feet would touch land again. Or so the sailors had told us.

      The door to the tiny cabin creaked loudly on sea-salt rusted hinges. And then she was tugging at my arm, trying to peel me from the bed.

      “Come on, Aster,” Jade’s voice reached for me through my foggy consciousness. “Don’t be such a child. You’ll feel better on deck.”

      “No,” I moaned into the musty mattress. “Leave me alone.”

      “You need air, you fool,” she said with a particularly sharp pull on my arm.

      I snatched my hand away from her grip and rolled over. I wasn’t ready to believe that relief lay anywhere but in the depths of this pillow.

      “You’re being an idiot,” she said to my back. I had spent enough time with Jade over the past few months that I could easily imagine her face without actually looking at it. She was the type of kid who wore a look or superiority to express almost every type of emotion. She shoved my shoulder. “Aster, get up.”

      I flung her tiny hands away and folded my body in half, warding her off, refusing to play.

      She finally gave up, and her little feet stomped with all the ferocity she could manage against the wooden floor of the cabin. She banged the door on her way out and I covered my ears with my hands. The door missed its latch and squeaked back and forth on its hinges as it opened and closed with the rolling of the sea.

      Jade had become, for all intents and purposes, like a little sister to me, though she was actually my senior by a couple hundred years. I was driven to protect her, my companion and friend, from the evils that lurked in the worlds we traveled through. She looked to me for safety and stability, and I to her for experience and knowledge. She meant well, I was sure of that. And we had been through so, so much together, our battles fought side by side joining us in spirit. But along with our friendship came the rivalries and irritations all brothers and sisters have. Most days, she just made me nuts.

      I had come to meet Jade after I discovered a long-hidden link that joined my home, Earth, to the planet Aerit. It seemed like years ago now since I had landed on the grassy knoll after my first jump, unexpectedly wrenched from my Grandmother’s farmhouse attic and transplanted to another world. Suddenly arriving on a strange planet without any prior warning of the journey is enough to put gray hairs on anybody’s head, even mine. Though I was only twelve, I had experienced many years’ worth of terror and excitement since that first rainy afternoon.

      But it had only been four months that I had been gone. Missing from Earth. Maybe presumed dead by now. I imagined my mother, forever wondering about her lost son, never knowing the truth about what had happened to me. At the thought, my stomach gave a lurch that had nothing to do with the moving ship.

      When I arrived on Aerit I had learned that it was a planet within the Maylin Fold, a crease in the fabric of space that allowed travel between planets that would otherwise be too far apart to traverse. Earth lay on the outer reaches of the Fold, and it was due to its great distance from the others that I was unable to return to it. Yet.

      I opened my eyes and glanced up at the small, thick glass set in the window frame above my bed. A handful of stars twinkled down at me for a moment before the movement of the ship swept them from my sight.

      Somewhere out there, hidden within the tightly woven galaxies of our universe, was Almara.

      Ever since I had left Earth I had spent most of my efforts trying to get back. The only way I would ever be able to see my family again was to find the lost sorcerer, the leader of the seers in the Triaden of planets within the Maylin Fold. It was Almara who had left a trail of links for me to follow. His son, Brendan, who also happened to be my great great grandfather, had left me the first link, the one I had found in the attic. But Almara had left all the rest, and I chased him through the cosmos, bouncing from planet to planet like a rubber ball, each time hoping that it was this time I would find the man who could send me home.

      Unfortunately, my journey to find Almara had been frequently sidetracked by a variety of terrifying events, not the least of which was facing Cadoc, the twisted ruler of the city of Stonemore. Cadoc had been holding Jade prisoner for more than two hundred years, corrupted by an evil I still struggled to understand. On Earth, the thought of living that long would be seen as fantasy. But here, deep in the Fold, sorcerers and seers walked the lands, their magical powers keeping them alive long past the limits of the human life I knew. So while my great great grandfather had long since died, trapped on Earth, his three-hundred-year-old father was likely still alive.

      And Jade, Almara’s other child, was still alive, too. Jade, trapped in the body of a nine-year-old for the past two hundred years by a sadistic madman, was my distant relative.

      It was three months past our brush with Cadoc, and since that time Jade’s demeanor had changed. A lot. No longer was she the broken young girl Cadoc had buried deep in his mountain. Now, finally truly free of him, a spirit of adventure had taken hold of her, and her energy seemed boundless. She was focused, as a beam through a magnifying glass on a glaring day, on finding her father. And the bossiness that had been hinted at during our time in her cave dungeon had now reached full force. Honestly, it was quite a challenge keeping her in line.

      But Jade’s superiority was worth dealing with. We both wanted to find Almara, something that was proving much more difficult than I had originally thought, and we stood a better chance together than apart. If we were successful, Jade would have her father again. And I would have my ticket back to Earth.

      Though, right now, Earth seemed farther away from me than ever. Trapped on this wretched boat, visions of home surfaced freely in my head. I tried to stifle the longing I felt for comfort, but it was hopeless in this cramped, smelly cabin. There were simply too many things I had to complain about, all of which were made worse by the boiling forces in my angry stomach.

      This mattress for one thing. It carried the smell of a hundred sailors before me and was hard as a block of sidewalk pavement. The rough canvas cover of the pillow scratched at my sunburned cheeks as I rolled over and over, searching in vain for relief from my seasickness.

      The food. I didn’t know what, exactly, it was that I had been fed for dinner. All I knew was that it didn’t taste so good going down, and was even worse upon its immediate reappearance. The men in the mess hall had definitely not appreciated my commentary on the meal. They sprang away from our table, disgusted and grumbling, their own appetites ruined by my presence. I doubted I would be welcomed to take meals with them again.

      The stifling heat, still hanging in the air of this miserable, wooden cell, had been trapped down here since we had left the port of Kazalow on the planet Aria. What wouldn’t I have given for the cool touch of my mother’s hand against my hot cheek. For the comforting sound of Grandma’s sitcoms on the TV set downstairs. Maybe even for the familiar feeling of tightness I so often felt in my chest back on Earth.

      No, I take that back. That was something I definitely didn’t miss about Earth. The heart defect I had been born with, the one that had haunted me my entire life, had seemingly vanished since I had arrived on Aerit. No matter how much I missed Earth, missed the broken, dying world I knew, I couldn’t deny that the miraculous health I had enjoyed on these planets deeper in the Fold was something I didn’t ever want to give up.

      I wondered, not for the first time, what would happen to my health if I ever managed to return home. Would I go back to being an invalid like before? Or would my now-strong heart stay with me wherever I went?

      As the ship bucked, I pushed my mind to thoughts of green grass. And the crisp smell that came from a fresh, clean rain. On Earth, such things no longer existed, not really. Our planet had become barren and toxic, nothing like the wild lands of these other worlds I had traveled between. Now, the only green we saw back home was inside the vast growing towers that lined the perimeters of the cities most people lived in. It was the best, the easiest, way to survive. Tainted water was processed and food grown just blocks from where we slept in the glass sheathed monoliths that stretched up to the murky sky.

      Those who chose to brave life farther out, like my grandmother, risked starvation and dehydration, just because they wanted a little room to breathe. But I understood why some took that risk. Now that I had spent some time walking these lands, still vibrant with life, I wasn’t sure how I would handle life back on Earth.

      Jade and I had last jumped to the planet Aria, her home planet, and on the other end of this sea lay the castle of her youth, Riverstone. She had bounced up and down like a five-year-old when we had finally made the hill and could see the marina below. It was all I could do to hold her back from running full-out to the nearest ship. Her caution had completely evaporated at the sight of the familiar port.

      But she had been forgetting that her status here might not be what it once was. Jade had been a princess in these lands, daughter to the queen Morna. Morna ruled over Aria not for the joy of conquest, but as last in the royal line of magical blood. It had been many long years since the royalty here waged war or ruled in the traditional ways we from Earth might imagine. Instead she and the members of her court pledged their lives to helping the citizens of Aria, and those beyond. When the planets in the Fold had begun to deteriorate, Almara had stepped forward to aid in the search for a reason why the lands were dying, and why strange madness and incurable disease were ravaging the inhabitants.

      Almara, a common yet powerful wizard, had come to love the beautiful queen, her formidable powers rivaling his own. They wed, and he moved himself and his tribe of seers to Riverstone. Soon, a son was born, Brendan Elgin Sawyer Wood, my own direct ancestor. Later, Jade Aednat Enda Wood joined the three. For a time, the family lived happily in Riverstone, working together as the children grew to find answers to the troubles that plagued the planets in the Fold.

      Then, one day, Morna fell ill. Almara, Brendan, and Jade, each with their individual powers, tried in vain to save her. But their efforts were wasted, and it wasn’t long before she succumbed to the foreign, unnatural sickness that had taken the lives of so many on Aria already.

      It was then that Almara, his heart broken and his children motherless, had developed the plan to take the wizards who remained on his council and quest across the planets to find a way to end the destruction once and for all.

      They disappeared. Stories of their travels were few, and all that anyone knew was that conditions had improved a few years after the quest had left Riverstone.

      But all of that was a long, long time ago. We had no idea what life was like on Aria now, or what may have happened during the time since.

      So I had insisted on caution as we made our way down that hill and into the port village. After a day of watching the ships from a distance, quietly asking around about their destinations, Jade chose one to take our chances on. I had decided to let her take the lead, here on her home planet, sure that she would recognize the best ways to get what we needed. Upon seeing the sailors of the chosen ship up close, however, I was somewhat alarmed.

      “Jade,” I hissed behind her as she approached the men on the dock. “I don’t think this is a good idea. Can’t we just, I don’t know, find our own boat? I don’t like the looks of these men.” Up ahead a group of enormous brutes shuffled goods onto the ship.

      “It’s this one that will be going by Riverstone,” she said. She gazed up at the hull and a shadow of concern crossed her face. “I was surprised that none of the others were going in that direction, actually. Riverstone was a center of trade when I was a child.” Her eyes remained unfocused for another moment, but then fell from the ship and met mine. “Besides, any boat that you and I could handle alone would be swallowed up by the sea on our first night out. We need to travel by ship.” She walked away towards the men.

      I watched her go, so confident now compared to the child I had first met. Her worn nightgown from the caves had long since been replaced with rugged traveling clothes, pants and long sleeves. On her belt her powerful jade knife stuck into its sheath. Her fingers rested on her upper thigh as she walked, ready to grasp the handle of the blade with the slightest provocation.  If it weren’t for her long, white-blond hair she would have looked just like a teenage boy, too small to be mistaken for a man, but too bold to be treated as a child.

      I looked up at the wooden craft doubtfully as Jade strode away. From the bow that towered over our heads, a skull carved into the wood stared menacingly down.

      “Does it have to be the one with the skull?” I mumbled under my breath. I glanced around. Other ships lined the port, and none of them had skulls. Smartly outfitted and with slim young men working on their docks, they seemed like much friendlier options.

      Jade returned, impatient at my delay, and grabbed my arm, dragging me along towards the death ship. As I peered back and forth over our shoulders, on the lookout for attack, she struck a deal with the largest of the men on the dock. She slid him a neat handful of silver coins and hopped onto the mounting plank without bothering to wait for his permission. I eyeballed him, and as he glared down at me from his towering height, his head slowly nodded once. I dashed up the plank after her.

      It hadn’t taken long for me to realize that I was not the seafaring type. Within ten minutes I was feeling dizzy from the tiny ripples of water that skirted under the boat in the harbor. By the time we set sail I was fully green. After the dinner fiasco I made my way down to our tiny room to ride out the rest of the trip in isolation.

      But it was so hot. The sun had set many hours ago, but the heat from the day was still trapped down below. I considered that the men I had embarrassed myself in front of at dinner might have mostly retired for the night. A soft waft of salty air, just slightly less stifling than that in the cabin, came through the swinging door and teased my nose. Finally, I forced myself to sit up. When walking didn’t seem possible, I settled for crawling from the bed to the door and out into the narrow hallway.

      The ship knocked me from side to side as I scurried down the tiny corridor like a mouse. Then, from an opening above my head, cool night air gently blew down over me. I raised my head and closed my eyes, relieved at the fresh, sweet smell. A slim set of stairs, more a ladder than a proper staircase, snaked down the wall beneath the opening. I eagerly climbed out of the wooden tomb I had been holed up in.

      I hated to admit it, but Jade had been right. The instant I heaved my miserable body out from the depths of the ship I began to feel better. The deck was all but deserted. One man sat at the controls of the ship, bare feet propped up on the wheel, tankard propped up on his stomach. He flashed a toothless grin at me and raised his ale in a drunken salute.

      “Where’s Jade?” I asked. He raised the mug in the direction of the bow and I nodded. Then he tilted his head back at a sharp angle and poured the remainder of the beer down his throat.

      The night sky was moonless, and the heavens sparkled down on the ocean like glittering rain. I walked unsteadily towards the front of the ship. Up ahead Jade’s dim outline was cut against the dark sea beyond, her mane of hair flying out behind her. As I came closer I heard her humming, but the words I couldn’t make out over the roar of the waves.

      She turned at the sound of my footsteps, and her face broke into a wide smile.

      “Ah! I told you you would feel better!” she said. “You do feel better, don’t you?”

      I smirked at her and nodded.

      “Mmm, hmm,” she said, and turned her gaze back out to the ocean.

      “How much longer?” I asked.

      “Two days. They’ve agreed to let us out on one of the lifeboats when we’re near.”

      “You mean they’re not even stopping at Riverstone?” I asked.

      “No, it appears not,” she said. If she tried to hide the worry on her face, it didn’t work. Suddenly I understood her desire for speed, to get to Riverstone as quickly as possible. As I had been searching for Almara so that I could return home, she was returning home now, and hoping to find him already there. Maybe, with our arrival at Riverstone, our search for Almara would be over. And she would finally have her father back.

      “How do you know these guys will take us where they say?” I asked.

      “Because I know the way. I can read these stars as well as any map.”

      I looked up at the blazing night sky. Where I saw an impenetrable mass of twinkling lights, Jade saw roadmaps, street signs. We were in her neighborhood, and it was the first time she had seen it in two hundred years.

      “Does it still look the same?” I asked. I remembered visiting our old neighborhood back home once, the apartment block we had lived in before my dad left. Things had changed. Paint colors and traffic signals were different than I had remembered, and everything looked smaller.

      “The stars don’t change so much,” she said. “But the harbor wasn’t the same. The people were cold. When I was a child, the town was friendly, lively even. And passage to Riverstone was common, with ships leaving daily. It concerns me greatly, the lack of options we had today.”

      Yes, I was concerned about that, too.

      Months ago, when I first met Jade, I had been searching for the links Almara had left behind. Each time I found one I would use it to jump to the next location, and each jump would bring me closer to finding him. Together, Jade and I traveled for a time, and we had succeeded in finding several more of Almara’s links.

      But then our trail suddenly evaporated. The last link we found, which brought us from the forests on Aegis to the plains of Aria, had failed to give us any further guidance. Unlike the other links, no map had appeared, no driving heat or howl had shown us where to go. It had simply deposited us here on Aria, and no further instruction was revealed.

      Not knowing where, exactly, to journey to find the next link, we chose to move on to the only place on Aeso we could think of where we might find it: Riverstone. It was a guess and a gamble. Almara had originally left these links for Brendan. Had he hoped that his son would know to find the next link in Riverstone, his home?

      As the ship jerked up and down with the swells of the ocean, I let the spray mist across my face. In the distance the faintest glow of sunrise was beginning to light the horizon. It was hard to feel fearful about what awaited us in Riverstone just at the moment. I was too caught up in the relief I felt in this delicious, cool air. I leaned slightly over the railing, lifted my chin skyward and breathed long, slow breaths.

      But my respite was short-lived. Before Jade could say another word, a shrill whistle pierced through the night. I guess that the few men up on deck weren’t all as drunk as the driver of this great, lumbering boat. The lookouts high up in the sails had seen something, and several alarmed shouts echoed against the surface of the water.

      I turned, staring around for the cause of the disturbance. No other ships revealed themselves. Land was still out of sight. I couldn’t see any threat at all. What was the commotion about?

      Jade had gone silent amidst the chaos. I turned and saw that her hands gripped the edge of the railing, and her eyes were wide and fixed on a point in the distance I could not see.

      “What is it?” I asked, squinting in the same direction. She stayed silent, her mouth hanging slightly open. I searched and searched, but the darkness, still hanging on to the last hour of night, revealed little.

      The night had suddenly turned black again, whereas moments before the moonless sky had still been bright with stars, the promise of sunrise teasing the horizon. Now it was as if half of those lights had gone out. Where had the stars gone? What had happened to the early morning light?

      Then, with a sickening twist of my stomach, I suddenly understood. The stars hadn’t gone out or moved or changed in any way at all. The sun hadn’t sunk back down below the waves. The light was being obscured by something, something massive and black.

      Water.

      A great, enormous wave rose up ahead of the ship, much larger than anything we had voyaged over since coming aboard. Much larger, in fact, than any wave I had ever seen. And it was headed, fast, in our direction.
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      My jaw dropped open, and for a moment I stood there, still as the statue my friend next to me had become. Through the fog of panic that quickly stifled my brain, a single thought floated up to the surface.

      Stay on the boat.

      I wrenched myself away from Jade and the sight of our approaching death. My eyes found what they were searching for quickly; a long twist of rope was spun into a coil on the deck, and a good, strong rope was exactly what I needed.

      I grabbed Jade’s arm, yanking her from the railing, and flung her ahead of me towards the closest mast. She only made it a couple of steps before I had to prod her along again. Her face was still frozen in terror, her mouth moving but no sound coming from her throat. I knew she would be useless in the effort to save even herself. This was where Jade’s abilities always faltered. When faced with horror, time after time, she crumbled.

      I pushed her closer to the mast and began uncoiling the rope. I unwrapped several feet of it and then draped it around Jade’s midsection, tying a clumsy knot and then taking the end and wrapping it around myself. If the ship went down, we would be in trouble, tied to it like bait to a fishing line. But if it stayed afloat, we might have a chance of surviving. We each wrapped our arms around the great wooden post and turned our eyes to the new horizon line, which was now towering a hundred feet over our heads.

      The wave didn’t hit the boat as a slap might, but instead crept up on us, surging up like a mountain rising from the ocean. As it rolled underneath the ship, it lifted the vessel up with it until we were nearly vertical. We were tossed like children’s toys, no hope of holding onto the mast against the great force of gravity. Screams and shouts came from all around, and then were lost to the thunderous rush of water below.

      The rope cut into my side as I dangled below Jade. I couldn’t see. Saltwater choked in my throat and stung my eyes as I flailed at the end of the rope. Jade was screaming, the sound nearly lost against the angry roar of water colliding with wood. The boat creaked and groaned as several long beams of the deck split in two.

      And then it was over. As quickly as it began, the ship righted itself on the backside of the wave. The sky was suddenly bright with morning once again. We both hit the deck hard, panting for breath, sobbing dry tears. Jade moaned three feet away, where she lay sprawled on what remained of the deck. It had all happened so fast.

      “Are you ok?” I asked hoarsely. She didn’t respond. “Jade!” I reached out and grabbed onto her foot, shaking it to get her attention. She turned her body over and crawled towards me, weeping like a young child. When she reached my side, she gripped onto my arms and buried her head in my chest.

      She was ok. We were alive.

      Shouts broke out as the sailors from down below came up to the deck. When they realized the men who had been up top had vanished, they began to search the waters. The shouts and screams I had heard still rang in my ears, and I remembered how the sounds had stopped so abruptly.

      But the crew found nothing. The men I had heard had been swallowed up. And in the distance the giant wave rippled away from the ship, now darkening the sky along a different stretch of ocean.

      I sat up and began to untie the rope with my wet, shaking hands. I was cold from the drenching of icy water, but I was in one piece.

      “What was that?” she said, trembling.

      “I don’t know,” I panted. “Rogue wave?” She looked at me, confused, so I went on. “You know, one of those giant waves out at sea that develop from thin air and sink ships.”

      “Where do they come from?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe from an earthquake? You know, underground?”

      She stared around at the men scurrying about the deck, a lost and unfocused look on her face. I released the last knot and we both crawled to our feet.

      The captain was out now. He stood at the highest point on the deck, giving commands and looking through a long, thin spyglass at the ocean surface. The sky was quickly brightening as the sun finally rose over us in earnest.

      “Daryl! Radley! Bring her about!” he bellowed. The sailors all heaved on the ropes that snarled the decks, and the great sails of the ship shifted their position. The wind hit them on the opposite side, and the boat began to turn.

      “Wait,” Jade said, suddenly driven to alertness. “Where are they going?” She began pushing her way through the men, fighting her way over to the captain. I trailed behind her, still trying to catch my breath.

      “What are you doing?” she shouted up to the captain. “You’re supposed to be taking us to Riverstone!”

      “I ain’t takin’ you anywhere, girl, but back to port. I just lost three good men to a Torrensai. I don’t plan to lose any more of ‘em. Once one of those waves comes alive, there’s sure to be more to follow. I ain’t goin’ that way.”

      “What’s a Torrensai?” I asked.

      “A blast of power so great that it swells the seas and breaks the mountains.” He looked out over the horizon. “I should’ve known better than to come through here.”

      “But we paid you to take us to Riverstone,” she protested, slamming her hands onto her hips.

      “You think I care about that?” he said. “You think a couple pieces of silver are enough to pay for my life and the lives of all the men on this ship? Take your silver, I don’t care. We’re goin’ back.”

      She stared at him in amazement. She opened her mouth to argue again, but I gripped her arm and whispered in her ear.

      “Arguing won’t help,” I breathed. “We need to give him something he wants. Something that makes it worth the risk.”

      My hand closed around the small, cold locket I carried in my pocket, stolen what felt like ages ago from around Cadoc’s neck. I stepped closer to the captain.

      “We have gold,” I said. He didn’t hear me, and continued to shout orders to anyone close by.

      “Aster, no,” Jade said, grabbing my hand.

      We had to get to Riverstone. We had run out of options. No other clues had made themselves known. We had to go back to the place where Almara’s quest had started so we could figure out how it had ended. If it had ended. Without discovering what had become of that place, we were lost.

      It was this, or give up now. Never go home again.

      “I said we have GOLD,” I shouted.

      The deck became very quiet. Twenty sets of eyes turned to look me up and down, and it occurred to me that maybe I shouldn’t have shouted quite so loudly.

      “You fool,” Jade said quietly, and jabbed me in the arm.

      “You’re lyin’,” said the captain. The men closest to him laughed. Many of them went back to their work, but a few still paused, waiting to hear if it was true.

      I looked at Jade.

      “It’s the only chance we have,” I whispered. “Do you want to get home or not?”

      She glared for a moment, but then her face fell. We would not be able to find further passage to Riverstone, not with rumors of this Torrensai wave that would surely follow us back to port.

      I climbed up on the platform where he stood and looked at him face to face.

      “I am not,” I said more bravely than I felt.

      He blew a puff of air through his lips and rolled his eyes.

      “Come with me,” I said. “I’ll show you.”

      He might not have believed me, but even the hope of true gold was enough to get him to follow.

      “You better not be foolin’ with me, kid,” he said. I jumped down to the main deck and headed for the ladder that led to the passages below. Jade followed both of us as we descended into the narrow hallway, now flooded. The captain’s wet leather boots were the last pair of feet to step into knee-high water.

      “I got twenty men up there need their captain, and three of our numbers just went overboard.”

      “I’m not fooling you,” I said. I took the locket from my pocket and held it out to him.

      His eyes bulged large as he took in what must look, to him, to be an impossible sight. Gold, real gold, was so rare this deep in the Fold that it was likely he had never laid eyes on a true piece at all. But there was no denying what I held out to him was real. The morning light that filtered down through the opening in the ceiling played with the edges of the Almara’s carved symbol, sending glittering reflections of the metal onto the walls of the hallway. I had stolen it from Cadoc as he hovered over me, threatening my life and Jade’s. I broke the chain and took it for my own, right before he broke my back with the heel of his boot.

      “Where did a kid like you get that?” he finally said, reaching out his hand to grasp the thin strand.

      I flicked the necklace out of his reach.

      “Never you mind where I got it,” I said. “But you and your crew will keep your hands off it and off us unless you want us to vanish from this ship.”

      Tied around my neck, tucked beneath my shirt, was the link that Kiron had given me back in Stonemore. It was a short-range link, meant to take the jumper about a mile in the direction it was pointed. The thick, hard stone was to be used for emergencies only. Kiron had crafted it back on Aerit, and hadn’t known whether it would work properly on other planets. But it was always there, my emergency plan, waiting to launch us out of trouble if things ever turned deadly.

      “Alright, alright,” he said, taking a step backward. But his eyes were still glued to the necklace, gleaming greedily.

      “I’m not kidding,” I said. “If you or any of your men come at us, try to steal this from us, we’ll take our chances on the waves. The two of us dead at the bottom of the ocean with this gold in my pocket won’t do you or your men any good. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I understand.” He tried to mask the flash of anger the shot across his face. He seemed to be falling for my bluff.

      “You will take us to Riverstone. And once you do, the gold is yours. Do we have a deal?”

      His eyes flitted back and forth between my face and the chain, and then over to Jade. He stayed silent.

      “I said, do we have a deal?”

      “It ain’t as easy as that,” he growled. “That was a Torrensai. It’ll keep comin’ back.”

      “What do you mean, it will keep coming back?” I asked.

      “That wasn’t no regular wave. Someone set that wave. And if they had the power to do that, there’s no tellin’ what other defenses they’re gonna send our way. Don’t matter how bad you wanna get to Riverstone. I don’t think we’ll live through another strike.” His eyes betrayed his fear and looked longingly at the chain that dangled through my fingers.

      We were in trouble now. I had given one of our most valuable secrets away. I looked at Jade, who looked back at me with both misery and determination. She understood what we faced, and the consequences of giving up now. We seemed to agree without speaking. I turned back to the captain.

      “Is there a chance?” I asked. “If we continue on, is there a chance that we can make it?”

      He stared at the floor, shaking his head back and forth.

      “I don’t know,” he finally said. “Maybe.”

      “Then do we have a deal?” I held out my other hand to shake his. He looked at it skeptically.

      “Look, kid—”

      “My name’s Aster.”

      His eyes rose to meet mine, and something in his gaze shifted.

      “You and I both know this is more gold than you could ever hope to see. It’s enough to keep you and your crew in riches for the rest of your lives. Do we have a deal?”

      He heaved a big sigh and hitched up his pants, straightened his lumpy hat.

      His hand reached out and gripped mine.

      “Name’s Storm.”

      “Well, then, Storm, you’ll be the perfect guide to ride out whatever other horrible weather attacks us.”

      “I ain’t makin’ no promises, kid.”

      “I know it,” I said. “But I am. You get us to Riverstone, and the necklace is yours.”
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      Storm climbed the ladder back up to the deck ahead of Jade and I. I dashed for our room and strapped my backpack to my shoulders. We needed to be ready to jump at all times now. When I returned to the ladder and grabbed for the rungs she held me back.

      “He’s going to steal it. You know he is,” she whispered.

      “I know,” I said through gritted teeth. “But just let him try.”

      “Then why did you tell him at all?”

      “Because we’ve come too far. We’re two days away now, maybe less. If we can just hold out long enough, we might be able to make it.”

      “How are we supposed to fight off a ship full of grown men?” she asked, a note of desperation ringing in her voice. “You saw the look on his face. He looked like he was, I don’t know, wild or something. He wants the necklace. And when he tells the others what he saw…” Her eyes flitted nervously to the opening in the ceiling.

      “I know,” I said. “We just need to last until we get close enough to see the land. Then maybe we can jump.”

      “And what, swim to Riverstone? Aster, I can’t swim!”

      I couldn’t swim, either, but the beginning of a plan was forming inside my head, and I hoped I had a solution. What we needed was to get our feet back on solid ground, and right now the land was too far away. But Jade had powers over earth elements, stones in particular. If we could just figure out a way to use that to our advantage, we might have a chance.

      “I have an idea,” I said. “But right now we need to be up there with Storm. We don’t know what he’s telling them. I don’t like it.” I turned and began to climb up the ladder.

      “I don’t like any of this,” she hissed.

      “Just be quiet and play along,” I said impatiently over my shoulder. “If we let them turn around then we’ll end up back at port. You know they’ll tell everyone about this…Torrensai. And probably the gold, too. Then we’ll never make it to Riverstone. Short of building our own ship, this is the only chance we’ve got.”

      She scowled, but didn’t say anything more.

      “Stay close,” I said. “Just in case.”

      Storm was up on the platform, his men gathered around him. They were all strangely quiet, exactly what I had feared. But I couldn’t keep them from talking twenty-four hours a day. They were going to make their sinister plans one way or another.

      Jade rose up from below and I took her hand, leading her to the front of the ship. It was here that I wanted to stay. My stomach trouble forgotten, the reasons for staying on deck now were for protection. The last thing we needed was to be trapped in our cabin and robbed. Or killed.

      We set up a camp of sorts at the head of the ship. The men had been released to their duties by Storm, and the boat swiftly turned back in our intended direction. Those who came near looked at us warily from the corners of their eyes, but I couldn’t decide if their intentions were to make good on the trade or not. But the greedy glints in their eyes told me they all knew that I carried a fortune greater than any of them had imagined in all their lives.

      Jade sat next to me and picked at the dirt beneath her fingernails with the tip of her jadestone dagger. Its glow reflected in her cold, hard glare as she stared down anyone who dared approach us. I was glad for her anger, for her irritation at their glances. Because beneath what I hoped was a menacing scowl on my face, my own insides felt like mush.

      The boat traveled without incident from man or sea for the entire morning. We nibbled at the slim rations of food that remained in the pack, too paranoid to accept meals from the sailors now.

      I was dozing when the next attack began, finally having let myself drift off completely as Jade stood watch with her jade dagger at her side. She jostled me awake, and as I rubbed my eyes I saw the sailors were peering over the edges of the ship, confused and disorganized.

      “What is it?” I asked, trying to appear more alert than I was. I stood to look over the side of the ship.

      Below where we stood, the thick, muscled outlines of two giant, scaly creatures wrapped around the hull of the boat. Their sides shone black in the fading sun. They seemed to embrace the ship, almost lovingly, and for a moment I didn’t panic.

      Then the wood began to crack.

      “They’re sea snakes,” growled the closest sailor. “First Torrensai, now this. You’re gonna get us killed for sure, kid.”

      The horizontal beams that knitted together to form the hull of the ship began splintering as if they had no more strength than a handful of toothpicks. Shouts echoed from all around me, and sailors began tossing thick ropes over the sides of the ship. Several slid down towards the beasts, rough swords in their hands. They hacked at the monsters when they got close enough, but their slashing had little effect. The touch outer skin of the snakes was too thick to penetrate.

      Jade shook my shoulders and shouted over the din. “What do we do?”

      I stayed focused on the men. They stabbed, poked and slashed their useless weapons. No sound came from the snakes, not even splashing. Their long, slithering forms seemed graceful against the clumsy, breaking ship and the vicious men who tried to protect it.

      Jade gripped the railing with both arms as the boat heaved, her jadestone dagger held tightly in one hand. It glowed white hot, a vehicle for her power which poured from her now without her even realizing it. The connection Jade held with stones of all kinds resulted in a potent magic, unwieldy to anyone but her.

      But the connection she shared with jadestone was enough to obliterate evils too powerful for any common sword to pierce.

      “Jade!” I shouted to her. “Your dagger!” She looked down at it and then back at me, bewildered for a moment. Then the realization came over her face, shortly followed by a look of fear. She was the only one who might be able to save the ship, which continued to splinter under the force of the snakes.

      “Aster, I can’t do that!“ she said.

      “You have to!” I yelled. Below us the ship gave a deafening crack. “Jade, now!”

      This was the knife that had killed Cadoc when no other weapon could. It had to work.

      I ran across the deck to the very same rope that had saved us just hours ago. I unfurled what seemed like enough and tied it to her waist as she argued with me.

      “Aster!” she screamed, truly panicking now. “I don’t know how! Father never trained me to battle!”

      “Just stab it!” I shouted. A handful of sailors still on the deck had taken notice of my efforts, and they took up the slack on the thin rope, preparing to lower her. Our battle of wills over the gold forgotten, I put both of my hands on her shoulders and looked her square in the face, forcing her to look into my eyes. “Jade, you have to do it! It’s your magic, not mine.”

      Before she could argue further, one of the biggest men I have ever seen swept her off her feet and carried her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes to the edge of the railing.

      “Hey!” I called after him. “Be careful with her! She’s just a girl!” But he was already lowering her roughly over the side of the ship. I leaned over the edge and shouted to her.

      “Just stab it! You have to stab it!”

      Several other men did the same as I, focusing their attention on Jade, who was quickly becoming our only hope. Behind us another group of men screamed as the snakes tightened their bodies around our quickly splintering raft.

      Jade’s eyes moved back and forth between me and the closest snake in horror. Just the one man had enough strength to handle her rope, and he lowered her closer and closer to the surface of the water. Jade dangled from the thin line as she descended. When her feet brushed the slick skin of the beast she screamed. Her boots slipped and flailed, trying to gain traction, and for a moment I thought this would all be too much for her. But I saw her fingers close firmly around the white dagger. Somewhere inside her, courage stirred.

      When she was practically sitting on the beast, she raised her arms above her head and brought down the first blow with the force of her entire upper body. The stone dagger pierced through the skin of the animal as if it were no more than a slab of fresh butter. Jade pulled the knife towards her and sliced open a two foot section of slithering muscle.

      An ear piercing scream came from the other side of the ship.

      “MEN!” Shouted Storm over the noise. “Arm yourselves!” He had also moved to watch Jade’s progress over the railing, mesmerized by the attempt. But now his attention turned towards the scream.

      Until now we had yet to see the heads of the snakes, but after Jade’s blow one raised up in the air and glowered down at us. Six yellow, furious eyes hovered over our heads, darting from sailor to sailor, and the beast opened its jaws to reveal rows of knife-sharp teeth lining its cavernous mouth. A terrifying sound somewhere between a hiss and a roar escaped its muscled throat.

      Below, the tail Jade had slashed into disappeared under the waves. She hung flailing from the rope, searching for another target, as the head of the injured monster prepared to strike those of us on deck. We stood, dumbstruck, as it arched its spine and pulled back its head.

      A glimmer of light caught my eye along the waterline. A faint glow, thin as a sidewalk crack, began inching its way up the monster’s neck. Before those rows and rows of teeth even came close to striking us, the skin of the snake began to split along the seam. The snake paused for the briefest moment, its eyes wide and bewildered. Then, all at once, as if a giant, invisible chef were preparing a slab of meat for cooking, the body of the snake was sliced completely open, cut in two by the magic from Jade’s dagger.

      The men cheered as the snake fell, its death roar lost with the severing of its throat. Half of its giant head landed on the ship, and as the weight of its dead body began pulling it down, black, shining scales the size of dinner plates were stripped off its skin along the edge of the deck. Finally, the whole thing fell to the water with a sickening splash before sinking to the deep, dark depths of the sea.

      I stumbled around for a few moments, my brain hazy and unfocused, the volume of the world around me muted. My boot slipped on something, and I looked down to see that I had stepped on one of the monster’s scales. I shook my head, trying to clear it, and remembered Jade, still dangling off the edge of the ship.

      Sound and focus returned to me in a great rush, and I ran to the railing and stared down at the water. The man holding her rope hadn’t lost his concentration with the scene up on deck unfolding right behind him, and he held Jade’s rope tightly as he maneuvered her to the other snake. I shook my head again as I remembered that only half of the threat had been dealt with.

      Jade hung quietly from the rope, no longer flailing. Something in her demeanor had changed. She waited calmly as the man swung her over to her next target, her arms stretching out longingly towards the great snake. When she was close enough, she mounted its long neck and sat astride it, as one might sit astride a horse, and swiftly brought down the blow.

      Beneath us the ship jerked as though being tossed by a wave, the quake that came from the snake feeling the force of Jade’s power. I almost went overboard, myself, but the sailor, used to the ways of stormy seas, stood his ground and held Jade fast.

      Relief washed over me as I realized it would be over now. In a moment this snake would split just as the other one had. I waited for Jade to look up, to find me in the crowd. I opened my mouth, ready to yell out to her, to encourage her, to let her know that everything would be ok now.

      But she didn’t look up. She didn’t stop. She raised the knife again and again, hacking madly at the monster’s flesh as if its obliteration were all she had ever desired. Her face was twisted into a snarl, her eyes wide and hungry. The snake’s head surfaced just feet from where she sat. Tangled around the boat, its jagged jaws barely broke the surface of the water. The same glowing light seared through the center of the monster, finally breaking its head in two like its brother’s. The muscled body fell away from the ship in ribbons and sank out of sight, leaving Jade dangling from the bottom of the rope, her feet skimming the water.

      She breathed heavily, still staring after the snake, gone now beneath the surface, as if willing it to return for another round.

      “Pull her up!” I shouted, shocked. The sailor quickly hauled the rope up the side of the ship, carefully plucking Jade from its end and planting her squarely on her feet. She immediately fell to her knees and dropped the dagger, an innocent green once again, onto the deck. Her body shook.

      Drenched from the thrashing of the snakes, I cautiously approached her slumped form. What had that been all about? I had only ever seen one other face look like that, several months before in a low, seaside cave.

      “Jade?” I said carefully, kneeling down beside her. “Are you ok?”

      Her body heaved as she sucked air. But when she looked up at me, I was relieved to find that the strange, maniacal look that had flashed across her features had vanished. The girl I knew looked back at me.

      I sat back against the railing, and for some reason I felt the burning that often accompanies tears. I fought them back.

      “Well,” she said, “I guess we know I can fight monsters now.”

      “Nice,” I said, breathing hard. “Incredible, actually.”

      She smiled wide, too winded to talk.

      “You ok?”

      She nodded.

      Around us the crew gathered silently, and only the sound of Storm’s boots approaching wrested my attention from Jade.

      “That’s enough,” came Storm’s burly voice. “We’re turning around.”

      A grumbling rose from the men who surrounded us, some in assent, some in disagreement.

      I rose to my feet, holding out my hand to help Jade up, and faced the captain as best I could.

      “We had a deal,” I said, too tired to be having this argument again.

      “There won’t be no gold for me to spend if my bones are at the bottom of the ocean,” he said.

      “But it’s not about just you anymore, is it?” I said, looking around pointedly at the group of sailors. I hoped I appeared more clever than I felt.

      Storm raised his eyebrows. His sharing the details about the gold with the men might just turn out to be the thing that saved us. Some of these sailors wanted to continue on; they wanted the treasure and were willing to overlook the danger.

      Storm’s eyes narrowed as he realized his mistake. He should have never told them about the necklace. He turned to his men.

      “If we continue on this death march, following this idiot here, we, all of us, will be feedin’ the sharks before long. We’ll be better off stickin’ to our original plan. We make the port of Avendar, make our trades, and return home to Ossenland.”

      The grumbling grew louder, and at least half of the men began arguing with Storm in earnest.

      “We want the gold!” one cried.

      “You made a deal!” yelled another.

      “Cap’n’s right,” piped a gray, withered man. “Torrensai, sea beasts, and who knows what else waits for us in the deep? I say we return.”

      “I want my share of that gold!” one man roared.

      For a moment I stood by Jade’s side and watched the men argue, trying to figure out my next move. But all at once the mood of the crowd turned, and I found myself backing up towards the ship’s railing, not able to think fast enough to come up with a new plan.

      “I say we take it!” came a gruff voice from farther back. “We almost died already trying to get these fools to Riverstone. And the ship’s broke to boot. We take our gold and get back home.”

      The owner of the voice approached, pushing through the crowd. I felt my back knock against the ragged wood railing. He pushed Jade aside roughly as he approached me, and she fell to the deck.

      I grasped the gold chain in my pocket, and I thrust my arm out over the water, the necklace dangling from my fingertips.

      “DON’T!” I shouted. “Don’t come any closer!”

      Everyone froze, their arguments forgotten. All eyes watched the gold pendant sway back and forth in the breeze, and a collective intake of breath whistled through the lips of the men in the crowd.

      “Back off!” I warned. “Or I’ll let it go! I swear I will!”

      “You little brat,” the big man muttered, and came at me. I leaned fully over the railing, though what I intended to do I didn’t really know. If I jumped, I’d drown. Being deathly sick my whole life, my mom had never let me learn to swim. But if I dropped the necklace, the sailors would probably kill me, anyways.

      One of the other men took the decision about the method of my death out of my hands. He barreled through the crowd and smashed into the brute when he was just a foot away from me, knocking him to the ground.

      It was the tall man who had held Jade’s rope.

      “Leave them,” he growled deeply, practically snarling at the crowd. The sailors all stepped backwards, clearly frightened. The only one who stood his ground was Storm, who wore an unmistakable look of disappointment on his face. He had been hoping to steal the gold, too. But even he wouldn’t wrestle with the giant who now stood between the group and us. The man stood a full head higher than the captain.

      “We vote then,” Storm said, turning to his men. “Those in favor of continuing on this mad journey?“

      “AYE!” shouted many of the men. More than half?

      “Those opposed?”

      “NAY!” came the answers of only a handful.

      Storm huffed and walked to the captain’s post.

      “Alright, then, boys. Let’s get back on course,” he bellowed.

      Almost all of the men jumped into action immediately. Only the few who had shouted ‘Nay’ dared to linger a moment before joining in the work at hand. Soon everyone on the ship was busy again, and I outstretched my hand to Jade, who still sat on the deck where she had been pushed down.

      I turned to the giant man.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He shrugged.

      “They’re going to kill you if you ain’t careful,” he said, his voice low and rough.

      My stomach dropped like a stone. We were completely trapped on this ship.

      “Can you help us?” I asked.

      “No promises,” he said. He turned and walked away, picking up the corner of one of the sails that had come down in the attack. But I noticed that he didn’t stray far, and he remained between us and the other men.

      “What do we do now?” Jade whispered.

      “I don’t know,” I said. I shoved the necklace into my pocket, and my fingers played absently with the chain. That had been too close.

      “How far did Kiron say that link would take you?”

      “He wasn’t sure. About a mile, I think. But that was on Aerit.” I looked out over the ocean. Not a single sliver of land revealed itself along the undulating horizon.

      “That’s not far enough,” she said.

      She was right. My eyes glazed as I tried to hone in on the idea that had been tickling the back of my mind all day. When I spoke, it was through a sort of fog.

      “You know the rocks? In the ocean?”

      “In the ocean?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, trying to figure out how best to put my thoughts into words. “I mean, on the ocean floor. There’s rocks down there. Right?”

      “I suppose,” she said. “Well, yes, of course there must be.”

      “Could you bring them up?”

      “Up?”

      “Like to the surface. What if you could bring them up to the surface? We could use them to keep from drowning. Do you think you’d be able to do something like that?”

      Her eyebrows knitted together as she thought about what I was asking.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” Now she was the one staring into space. “Yes, I think I could. But I don’t know for how long.”

      “It just needs to be long enough,” I said. “I’ll have the link ready. Just in case.”
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      No further threats darkened our passage that day. The sailors, and even the captain, all worked furiously to patch up the ship as the sun fell below the sea. They lashed together the beams that had been ripped apart by the sea monsters, and the vessel was hobbling along. Each wave brought a round of creaks and groans far louder than they had been the day before, and as the boat crashed down after each crest, the ride felt more and more unstable. But she was holding. For now.

      The glares that came from under the brows of the men gave no indication that they planned to honor their end of the bargain, and we prepared for the worst. The truth was that, however menacing we feared these men to be, every minute we stayed on the ship we were a minute closer to our goal. And ten times more likely to reach it if we managed to stay dry. All we could do was prepare for their inevitable attack, and hope that it would take them a while before they came after the gold. When they did, we would have no choice but to take our chances with Kiron’s link.

      When most of the men went below decks to take their dinner, Jade made a move towards the giant sailor, who was still hovering nearby. The man, named Erod, had stayed close since the attack, and at dinner we offered him the majority of our own rations. He took the meager food without comment, but he made no move to join the men below, and they did not bring him a single bite of their meal. The sides in the argument had been cast, and he was stuck with us. In the faintest of whispers it was determined that he could, in fact, swim. If we could persuade him to come with us, maybe he could keep our heads above the water long enough for our plan to work.

      I wondered why he had defended us.

      The waves began to decrease in intensity, and my stomach, however hardened by the afternoon’s events, was thankful for it.  The sky slowly darkened, and then lightened again as a thin layer of fog settled on the surface of the water.

      “Well,” I asked Jade, “do you want to sleep first?”

      She sat with her arms wrapped around her legs, keeping careful track of every movement of the crew remaining on deck. Her eyes were wide, still carrying the shock of her violent acts of a few hours ago.

      “You should sleep,” I said when she didn’t answer. I gave her shoulder a little shake. She looked up at me, a bit dazed, but then nodded. She curled up at my feet, using my backpack as a pillow, and gradually fell into a fitful sleep.

      Erod didn’t offer to keep watch, and I didn’t ask. He slumped against the hastily repaired mast and slept, sitting up against it. I thought it unlikely that anyone would be able to make it through Erod, no matter what his intentions were. None of these men could overpower him, and I wasn’t even sure if a coordinated attack could bring him down. But what if he planned to steal the necklace himself? He had saved us once, but who knew if he would do so again? I watched him as much as any of the others during the first long hours of that quiet night.

      I should have known better than to tell a group of thirty men that I carried treasure. Now we were in just as much danger staying on the ship as we would be out there on the water. Well, almost. Swimming wasn’t common in my city. Sure, there were a few elite that could afford to waste our clean water for their amusement and exercise. But even if we had had the money for such things, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. My fingers twitched absently over my chest as I remembered the squeezing feeling I would get on Earth anytime I so much as took a brisk walk. No, it would have been impossible for me to learn to swim back home. And to go over the side of this ship now would be suicide.

      I looked out over the shallow swells, eerily calm after the battle, and wondered what had happened to the waves. Were there other monsters out there, waiting for the command to take us down? The stillness of the water was unnatural, and I shuddered as I tried to imagine the force behind the attacks.

      We hadn’t bargained on this. Our plan had been to get to Riverstone, to search it for clues and hopefully find our next link. But now it seemed we were facing an evil much greater than we were prepared to handle.

      I shook Jade awake several hours into the deep night, and as I lay my head down on my pack to rest, made sure she was within arm’s reach of where I lay. I had removed the twine rope from my neck that held the fat, gray rock that served as Kiron’s link. I wrapped the cord around my wrist and held the rock in the palm of my hand, ready to point and give the command if need be. It would be a huge gamble to take, and I would only use it if I had no other choice.

      Sleeping was difficult. Even though Jade was wide awake and standing guard, my eyes kept flitting open, searching for the next threat to our quest, or our lives. Erod sat across from us, sleeping soundly. His giant mouth hung open, and a croaky snore rattled out of his throat. I watched Jade alternate between sitting, standing, then sitting again, her deep green eyes searching the deck for any sign of movement.

      Finally I couldn’t take my own silence anymore.

      “Do you think we’ll make it?” I whispered. She jumped a little at the sound of my voice. She was wound tight.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Whatever honor used to guide the men of Ossenland, it seems to have long since left them.”

      I stared up at the sky. The absence of stars through the fog added to my uneasiness and left me feeling like a frog in a pot with a lid tightly fitted to the rim.

      “I don’t know what they’ll do if anything else happens.” Despite the fear of those giant snakes still fresh in my mind, I found myself much more concerned about the water. The snakes, while terrifying, seemed to be part of the sea. But if the sailors were right, that giant wave had been set upon us. Someone was trying to bring us down. “Who do you think is causing the Torrensai?”

      She looked frightened at my question.

      “The Solitaries,” she said after a pause. “That is my guess.”

      “What are Solitaries?” I asked.

      She stared into space, her eyes lingering on Erod. When she spoke her words were soft, almost inaudible.

      “When I was a child, when everything started going wrong, the Solitaries were very active. They lived on the island where Riverstone stands, and they normally kept to themselves, but when the weather started to change and people started getting sick, they rose up against us. They are the reason Father and I and Brendan all left Riverstone. They are zealots. They believe that the end of worlds is upon us all. But they have believed it for many, many centuries.” She paused, smirking slightly in my direction. “We are still here, you see, but the same belief has persisted in their people over millennia. To them, we are always on the verge of ruin.”

      “Why do they think that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. But I do know that they live their lives in constant fear of death. There is no peace in the hearts of those people.”

      “What did they do when they rose up?” I was sitting propped up on my elbows now, happy at the distraction from my worries of attack.

      “It was sudden. One day they were silent, invisible. The next they were breaking through the gates of Riverstone. They thought, falsely, that if they had the tools my father held that they could do his job better than he. Perhaps even some wished to bring on the end of worlds faster, despite their fear, just to prove themselves right. Foolishness. As if a plain mortal man with no magic in his blood could ever dream to wield such power.

      “We fled the castle that night and took refuge in Stonemore. It was an early beginning to Father’s quest, but he had already laid the groundwork. The others were able to follow by morning.”

      “And these people are waiting for us?” I asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because, honestly, I don’t know if they’re still there at all. Things have changed a lot since I left Riverstone. At least, everywhere we’ve been together so far is very different from when I was little.” She picked at a loose piece of leather hanging from the heel of her boot. “And they were very sick when we left. I guess I hoped that they had all perished. But whether they’re still there or not, it doesn’t really change anything. We still have nowhere else to try.”

      It was true. Almara’s trail had run quite cold. Though, as usual, Jade had left out some crucial details about the known dangers of our destination.

      “If these Solitaries don’t have magic, then how can they be causing the Torrensai?” I asked, trying to stifle my frustration.

      “They were fierce,” she shrugged. “Fiercer than most men, fiercer than Cadoc, even, in a way. They should not have been able to breach the gates, and yet they did so. How? I have asked myself this question over the many years that I have had to ponder all that happened when I was a young child. Why were they able to get through? And now, if they’re still there, defiling my own house after all this time, they seek to defend their prize. Perhaps, I do not know if it is even possible, but perhaps they have found some sort of magic they, too, can wield.” She hugged her legs with her thin, white arms.

      “Or maybe they have someone else helping them now,” I said, finishing her thought for her. She nodded.

      Cadoc weighed heavy on my mind. He had spoken, in the moments before his death, of three brothers. Three, we guessed, who were just as terrible as he was. If these Solitaries Jade spoke of didn’t have magic, could it be that these brothers were the ones responsible for the attacks today? I wished, not for the first time, that I had never set foot on this ship.

      What a mess we were in. We sat, trapped on the front end of a massive ship full of men who wanted to rob us, even kill us. And these Solitaries that maybe waited for us on the other side of this journey, what would they do with us? The same as any of these sailors might? Clearly, if it was them sending the Torrensai, they didn’t want us to enter the castle. And if it wasn’t them doing it, if it was these brothers of Cadoc’s…

      It seemed we had two choices. Death on the ship, or death in Riverstone. And had we stayed behind, abandoned our quest, neither of us would have ever been satisfied.

      We never heard them coming. Jade’s attention had been focused entirely on the deck, never thinking that the men might approach from another direction. But just as my foggy brain finally started drifting into sleep, the first of the men climbed over the railing and jumped to the floor of the deck. Jade and I both scrambled to our feet, but it wasn’t us he was going for first, it was Erod.

      The blow the sailor thrust at Erod knocked his giant gaping mouth to the side. He didn’t even flinch, but with his eyes still closed, his face scrunched into a frightening scowl. The sailor turned his back to face us, thinking him dealt with, but it was a mistake. As he bore down on us, Erod rose up from behind him, seven feet of muscular man, and with an alarming swiftness his hands wrapped around the man’s head and snapped his neck with a loud CRACK.

      He tossed the broken body to the ground like a bag from a garbage can, and thudded to the railing. The second sailor was just making the top edge, his fingers gripping the edge as he hoisted himself towards the deck. Erod flattened his hand like a cleaver and brought a blow down across the sailor’s fingers. Several lighter clicks echoed through the night, followed by the scream of the sailor, his fingers broken. Another strike on his remaining hand and his broken hands released the railing, the sound of his pain falling with him to the icy waters below.

      Jade and I stood rooted to the spot. It wasn’t until the third man appeared, combined with the noise from behind us on the deck, that I even realized what was happening. They were all coming for us.

      I grabbed for my backpack and slung it over my shoulder, then gripped the link tightly in my fist, trying to decide what to do. I had known it would come to this, that we would need to jump, but now that the moment had arrived, I hesitated. This could be it, the moment of my death. But as I saw Storm approach, unsheathing a long, rusted sword, my resolve was hardened.

      I wasn’t going to die like this, like prey ripped apart by scavengers.

      “Jade!” I shouted. “Hang on to me!”

      It took her a moment to process my words amidst the fighting men, but when she did, she understood. She gripped my arm tightly, and together we moved towards Erod, who was punching the third sailor to make the top of the railing. He held the man by the front of his shirt with one hand and pummelled him with the other.

      “Grab him!” I yelled. He was coming with us whether he knew, or liked, it or not. I just hoped that he would remember his earlier inclination to protect us, and that he wouldn’t rip us apart like he was doing to these men.

      “Erod!” Jade screamed. He turned, surprised, and dropped the sailor into the night. Jade gripped his arm with her other hand and I held up the stone, pointing it in the same direction that the ship currently traveled in. I hoped Riverstone lay that way. It would have to do.

      “Forasha!” I shouted.

      Around us on the decks every eye stared wide, every sailor pulled inward towards us by a force they had never known. I smiled, hoping that they, too, would feel the painful pinch of Kiron’s inexpert links. Then, the power of the jump slammed the men to the deck, and Jade, Erod and I spun away from the danger.

      I had only a moment to think as we swirled through space. We would have to fight for the surface, and then Jade could bring up the rocks. It was our only chance. Even if Erod could swim, he wouldn’t be able to swim all the way to Riverstone.

      Bright flashes of light popped in front of my eyes as our bodies were transported. When we hit the water, it was much colder than I had expected. It pierced my skin like a thousand tiny knives. The three of us all let go of one another instinctively, putting our efforts into staying afloat. After Jade released my arm, I had no sense of what was going on around me, only that I wasn’t faring well. The water found ways into my nose and mouth, and despite my flailing I was unable to breach the surface of the sea again once I had gone under.

      I quickly became lost. Night still hung dark in the sky above, and I couldn’t see in any direction. The sound of the others’ splashing was quickly muffled by the waves and my own choking attempts to breathe. For a horrible moment I feared my companions would be lost to me, that we would all drown to the depths of the sea, our mission unfinished and forgotten.

      But he grabbed me from the back of my shirt and pulled me towards the surface of the water. I spluttered and coughed as soon as my head hit the cold air, and Erod spun me around to peer into my face. In his other hand he held Jade. How was he staying afloat himself? The ways of swimmers were foreign to me, and for a wild moment I thought he must be some sort of wizard, himself.

      But I didn’t have time now to think about how. I needed to think about next.

      Erod spoke first.

      “What have you done?” he bellowed.

      “It was a link,” I coughed. “Jade! Bring up the rocks!”

      “What?” she gurgled. Her long hair clung to the sides of her face, her teeth chattering from the frigid water. She was shaking violently, seeming to have forgotten our plan.

      “Rocks, Jade, we need you to keep us afloat!”

      “You are a stupid child,” Erod said, looking between the two of us. “I can swim, as I told the girl, but I cannot swim forever.” He turned in the water, searching the waves around us. “Look!” he bellowed at the empty sea. “No land in sight! Do I look like some sort of—”

      But his words were cut short. Jade had been muttering while Erod ranted, and from the bottom of the sea now rose a thousand small stones. They spun below our bodies, slowly joining to create a lattice, woven together like a net. A moment later I felt the hard, sure surface of our raft scoop us out of the water from beneath, and I rolled over onto my stomach, stretching my fingers over the rocky platform with relief.

      Erod sat, dumbstruck, on the raft of stone. The tightness of his grip on my shirt collar didn’t ease.

      “Erod,” I said. He didn’t respond. “Hey! Erod!”

      “Huh?” he said, turning his head.

      “My neck hurts. Could you let us go now?”

      His face remained confused as he released his grip on us, his swimming services no longer required.

      The rocks undulated below our bodies, forming a kind of skin on the surface of the water. It wasn’t entirely dry, but anything was better than the frigid ocean choking in my throat. I crawled over to Jade.

      “Are you ok?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “You sure?” she wasn’t looking at me, but instead her gaze was distant. She nodded again.

      I put my hand on her shoulder and gave her a small shake.

      “I have to concentrate,” she said. Just that momentary lapse in her mind, just long enough to say the words, and the rocks began to separate below our bodies. The sea water splashed up between the cracks in the fine mesh of stone that had held us aloft.

      She quickly regained her focus, and the rocks knitted themselves together again.

      This was not good. How long could she keep it up, I wondered? My wet clothes pressed into my cold skin and I shivered in the ocean breeze.

      “Erod, how well do you swim?” I asked. I looked over at him, and he sat staring at Jade, his eyes unbelieving. “Erod?”

      “Forget how I swim. How is she doing this?” he answered, his eyes still locked on her.

      “She has powers over stone. She can sort of, make rocks do what she wants. It’s hard to explain.”

      His eyes drifted over to me.

      “I can swim alright. But there ain’t nowhere to swim to.”

      I looked out over the water, searching for any sign of land, for anything at all. But all that greeted me was the darkness of night and the black ocean swells.

      “Jade, are you ok to do this for a while?” I asked. Through her haze she heard the question and answered, nodding slowly. I let out a deep breath and sat back onto the slick stones.

      I couldn’t figure out what to do next. I had to think. I had formed the plan up to this point, but I hadn’t thought farther than this moment.

      Come on, think.

      But the minutes, and soon hours, passed by in a haze of chattering teeth. With no method of propulsion, we were simply adrift on the wide open sea, helpless to direct our movement. Whatever power Jade had, I hoped she was able to somehow push us towards Riverstone. But she couldn’t speak and keep us up at the same time. I would have to simply trust her and hope that she could somehow get us to shore.

      After a while I became concerned about her condition; she must be freezing, too. I crawled over to her and felt her cheek and hand. They were hot to the touch. The force of her power radiated through her and lit her up like a burning torch.

      “Erod,” I called. He sat on the edge of the stone blanket, huddled against the night. “She’s warm. Come over.”

      He looked up. “What do you mean? How can she be warm?”

      “Just trust me,” I said. I settled myself close to where Jade sat, not touching her, but close enough to catch the heat that came off her body. Erod made his way over, and soon we were both well on our way to drying off.

      “Why did you help us?” I asked after a time. “You could have just let them take the necklace.”

      “I, too, seek passage to Riverstone,” Erod answered.

      “You do? Why?”

      “It is my home. I have long since desired to return, but it has been some time since the ships stopped traveling that way. It was my good fortune that you two happened to hire ours. I have not been so close to home in many years.”

      His home?

      “Why not?” I asked.

      He shook his big head slowly from side to side.

      “Madness. The elders became sick long ago. I left when things became too much to bear. And my people are not friendly to men such as me. Not long after my departure, the Torrensai began, though the simple minded men on the docks do not understand them. To them, it was a simple matter of markets. With no markets, there is no commerce, and thus no ships are needed. And they do not question it, as they have come of age believing these waters have always been treacherous.”

      “No markets?” I asked. “What do you mean? Where did everybody go?” Could Jade have been right? Maybe Riverstone was abandoned.

      “I know not,” he said. He leaned back and gazed casually at the horizon, his shirt finally warm and dry. “Perhaps they all fell ill. Perhaps the place is full of naught but ghosts. But someone, or something, is setting the Torrensai.”

      “Jade thought it was the Solitaries,” I said.

      He chuckled. “No. My people do not hold the power to do such things. Nor do they desire to.”

      “Wait. You mean you—you’re a—a Solitary?”

      He peered down at me.

      “You don’t need to say the word as if it, itself, is a curse.”

      “I’m sorry,” I stuttered. “It’s just that, well, Jade said that Solitaries were, um, not normal.”

      Erod sighed heavily.

      “I do not know what she has told you, but hear me now. The people of different lands and beliefs often find the others around them to be undesirable, do they not?” he asked.

      I shrugged.

      “What one man knows of a society from the outside is quite different from what one might know from within. Because we prepare for war does not make us warmongers. Because we wish to defend ourselves does not make us set monsters on other men. No, whoever is doing this is not of Solitary heritage. It is all but impossible.”

      We sat quietly for a time, and again my imagination began attempting to put a face to whoever was doing this. The closer we got to Riverstone, it seemed, the less I wanted to go.

      “So why go back? If things were—are—so bad in Riverstone, why do you want to return? Especially after the attacks today?”

      “Why does she want to return?” he asked, tilting his head towards Jade. “It is my home. Perhaps I can help. But no peace lies out there, away from it.”

      I thought about his answers, and they seemed to add up, this last one more than any of the others. I had just one more.

      “What about the necklace?” I asked. “Don’t you want it for yourself?”

      He smiled and chuckled.

      “I have no use for gold, boy. I ain’t no link maker, and I expect I’ve traveled plenty.”

      “But you could be rich. Why wouldn’t you want gold?“

      “Because I ain’t a fool,” he said. “I see what you are, even if the others don’t.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course I do. Especially now.” He gestured to the rock raft we sat upon. “And don’t think I don’t know what’s going on out there. But when the end comes, I expect I would rather be home than anywhere.”

      The end. He may have left his people, but the doctrine of the Solitaries had remained with him. My stomach gave a hollow twist as I realized that, zealot or not, he could easily be right. If Cadoc had had his way, he would have obliterated every beautiful, wonderful thing he could lay his hands on. And if Erod believed that a world like Cadoc’s was what lay ahead, why not go home? Why not spend your last moments among those you love?

      It had been many nights since I had thought of my own home. On Earth my mother and grandmother, maybe even my father, awaited my return. Surely they thought I was dead by now. I had been gone, disappeared from the old lady’s attic, for many months. I wondered, if I had been away for years instead, would I still long to return?

      My old life seemed so far away. My mundane existence of schoolwork and hospitals and the ever difficult task of keeping air moving in and out of my lungs, all now abandoned and forgotten by me as I jumped from planet to planet like some sort of cosmic superhero. On Earth the kids at the city school were probably back in classes by now. They would sit in stuffy, pale rooms, their noses pressed into books, learning about the decline of our world and how it led them to be in that very place. What did they say about me? Maybe nobody even noticed I was gone.

      But Mom noticed. Mom would be there, waiting. Always.

      After the agonizing hours of night, the faint glow of morning revealed itself through the misty fog. Twenty minutes later, with the sun finally threatening to rise in earnest, we saw it. A thin strip of land sat stable amid the waves. As the stone raft drifted nearer, a giant granite structure rising up into the clouds came into view.

      “Ah! Boy!” whooped Erod, clapping me on the back with his massive hand. “I can’t believe it!”

      I couldn’t believe it, either. My enormous gamble had paid off.

      Jutting up from the hard mountain, the castle of Riverstone towered high, awaiting the return of its princess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      The stones beneath us fell back to the depths of the ocean as soon as Jade saw the towering structure.

      “Father,” she called out softly, and then sunk quietly into the frigid water, her magical raft forgotten.

      I splashed and sputtered in the swells. Erod tread water and plucked Jade from beneath the waves, her wet hair clinging to her face, her eyes lost in a blank stare. Then he grabbed for me, and I felt the power of his large, muscled arm rescue me from drowning yet again. He turned onto his back, floating, and held each of us under one arm. His feet kicked expertly at the water, propelling us towards the shore. As the waves rocked us up and down, he began to sing.

      

      Tell the mothers to hold their babes

      Darkness comes bearing wicked blades

      Through the night past the stars’ retreat

      Children dream of a swift defeat

      

      ‘Cross the meadow he’ll bring his tribe

      O’er rock and sand, nowhere to hide

      We will wait and not mark the score

      He brings us death, we bring him war

      

      “What does that mean?” I asked through chattering teeth. “Are all of your people like that? Always looking for war?”

      “We do not seek war. The song is about our lives, and about what awaits. We sing what we know.”

      “And you really think that war is what’s coming?” I asked.

      “I don’t think it.” He breathed hard from the effort of the swim. “I know it.”

      I rolled onto my back, staring at the sky and trying to forget how cold I suddenly was. How awful it must be to have a war song be the tune that calls you home. But Erod didn’t seem to mind that blood and death made up the song of his people. From what Jade had said, the Solitaries had expected war to erupt at any second for a very long time.

      After twenty minutes or so, Erod suddenly turned his body upright. His feet had found the sea floor, but he continued to carry us along, my feet still kicking helplessly beneath the surface, Jade’s body limp as a wet rag. When he was so far out of the water that only his knees remained submerged, he finally released us.

      I wobbled as I began walking towards the beach, exhausted from the effort and stiff from the intense cold. The sun on the back of my neck was the only part of me that began to warm. It was the hunger for more heat that kept me moving forward, resisting the force of the waves in the shallows to keeping myself standing.

      As I finally reached the dry sand, I turned to look for Jade, expecting her to be right beside me. But what I saw instead was that she hadn’t moved at all. She stood staring blankly up at the castle, the waves crashing around her knees. Erod looked back and, seeing her pushed down by one of the waves, waded back in to fetch her. He picked her up in both arms, cradling her, and carried her to shore as he might a small child at bedtime.

      All three of us sat on the sand, shivering in the morning sun as the water lapped at our boots. I took off my pack and jacket, spreading them out over the beach to dry, and then lay back, heaving. Erod sat with his arms resting on his knees, breathing hard, looking up at the enormous tower before us.

      But Jade did not sit for long. As soon as she had breath, she was drawn upward by the call of the great castle. She took a few steps away from us and then stood, transfixed and staring.

      “Jade,” I called. “You should rest.” She ignored me.

      She didn’t move except for the occasional uncontrollable shivering jolt of her body.

      “What is wrong with her?” he asked.

      The horrors that Jade had been subjected to over the past two hundred years could have filled a book. There was no easy way to explain this, so I said nothing. Instead I hoisted myself up and walked over to stand with her. I looked up at the castle as the last mist of morning was fading away.

      “Do you think he’s there?” I said softly.

      She didn’t respond.

      The structure was unlike any I had ever seen. Once a cliff face, stoneworkers had cut into the solid rock, carving out the castle from the mass instead of building it from the ground. The outer face of the mountain was still rough and jagged with ancient stone, left untouched by the workers. But hundreds of windows were hollowed out, their edges ornately decorated by the master stonesmen. High atop the tallest spire a ragged, soiled flag fluttered in the wind. It bore Almara’s symbol.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I hadn’t heard Erod approach behind us, and I started. He inhaled a deep breath of sea air and raised his face towards the sun. “Good to be home.”

      The steady beat of the waves on the shore were, at first, the only sounds of the morning. But slowly a humming began to creep into my ears. Thinking it was the noise of a bee, I waved my hands around my head, trying to shoo the stinging pest in a different direction. But soon the humming became so loud that I realized no insect could be making it. A few moments later, my ears began to throb with the vibration, and I clapped my hands over them. Erod followed suit a moment later. But Jade stood still in her trance as she took in the castle.

      BOOM.

      From the castle a tremendous blast radiated out in all directions, knocking all three of us to the ground. A shock wave thirty feet high glowed just brighter than the morning mist, and it rolled over the beach and raced out to sea. Beneath it the water was drawn upwards as if to a magnet, creating a low, powerful wave many miles long. I wondered if the crew back on the ship were prepared for another battering.

      I shook my head vigorously back and forth, trying to clear the slight ring that the sound had left in my ears.

      “What was that?” I asked to no one in particular. I was surprised when it was Jade who answered.

      “Torrensai.”

      Erod and I glanced at one another.

      Jade got to her feet and began walking towards the castle. I grabbed my pack and started after her.

      “Jade, where are you going?” I said, panting as I struggled to keep up. “Come on, we don’t know if it’s safe to go in there yet. If that was another Torrensai then it’s almost definitely not safe. Jade!” I grabbed her arm and swung her around, forcing her green eyes to meet mine. They narrowed, breaking for a moment the haze that had overcome her.

      “This is my home,” she said, her voice quiet and dangerous. “Whatever is going on in there, I want to see it for myself. It is my birthright.”

      “Whoever, or whatever, is making the Torrensai isn’t going to care about your birthright.”

      She raised her eyebrows and turned on her heels, striding towards a rough staircase cut in the steep rock face at the edge of the beach.

      “Ugh!” I bellowed.

      But I followed her.

      “Jade, you’re not thinking clearly! We need to rest and regroup, talk about what we’re going to do next.” My begging only resulted in her speed increasing.

      Erod caught up with us.

      “Torrensai are most dangerous on the water,” he told me as we trudged through the sand. “It won’t be as bad on the land. You needn’t worry so much about an attack now.”

      “It’s not the Torrensai I’m worried about,” I said.

      It was whoever was behind them.

      But, despite my desperate need for her to consider caution, I understood. Her home, magnificent and real and so, so close, drew her to it, promising relief from all of her pain. It could be another Cadoc up there. But she didn’t care. To her, it was worth the risk.

      The stairs slowed her down, and both of us were soon too winded to argue. The top of the cliff was at least five hundred feet above our heads. On flat ground I could run, and fast. But climbing up a mountain took substantially more effort than racing across a level plain.

      Erod seemed to barely notice the steep climb. He walked confidently up the steps as if they were no more than a slight inconvenience. Jade and I fell into step beside one another, slowly dragging our tired bodies upwards.

      What seemed like hours later, we collapsed, our chests heaving, at the top of the staircase. I wasn’t cold anymore, that was for sure, but my clothes were still damp enough to feel cool on my body. Jade and I lay back for several minutes, catching our breath, while Erod stood impatiently over us. His eyes scoured the road that ran in front of the castle, and a look of great concern came over his face.

      “There’s nobody here,” he said, pacing. “Where have they all gone?”

      As my breathing steadied, I pushed myself to my elbows and looked around.

      The granite road was deserted, and it looked like it had been for a long time. Down the road in the distance, I saw the gates of the city swung wide. Whoever had fled, or arrived, hadn’t thought it necessary to lock up.

      Jade stood up and trained her eyes on the towering mass of stone above us. One window in particular seemed to dominate her gaze, and a moment later her little feet were flying across the stone towards the nearest entrance to the castle.

      Like the gates, the great wood and iron doors to the castle were open. She slipped between them and vanished into the mountain. I ran after her, willing my exhausted body to keep up. Erod’s enormous feet plodded the stone as he followed us.

      “Jade! Wait up!” I hissed, trying to keep my voice quiet. This place may look empty, but until we knew for sure there was no need to broadcast our arrival. But she continued on, ignoring my request.

      I pushed through the door and stopped, unable to keep myself from gaping at the magnificent hall I had just stepped into.

      The interior of the castle was colossal. The ceiling stretched several hundred feet above our heads, and as each pebble that flung out beneath Jade’s flying feet found the floor again, a shower of echoing taps bounced off the smooth walls. Every surface was the same cold, blue stone of the mountain, just as it had been cut so long ago. Sunlight shone in magnificent beams from what seemed like a thousand windows overhead, and as Jade ran, thin plumes of dust raised in her wake, swirling in the morning light.

      Erod stood in the entrance, a combination of relief and worry on his face. He knew this place, but had never known it like this.

      Across from the entrance, a great, curving staircase was carved into the stone, each spindle in the railing a masterpiece of strength and art united.

      Jade made for the stairs, too far away to bother or care about my protests.

      I shook myself. I had to stay focused, to follow her. I went after her as fast as my spent body would allow. I climbed to the top and stumbled into the hallway she had disappeared into.

      It was darker up here, the rooms less grand than the entrance hall, but all still ornately, lovingly carved.

      “Jade!” I called out in a tense whisper. I poked my head into each room as I searched the empty caverns of what was once her home.

      It didn’t take long to find her, her flight halted. She stood in one of the smaller rooms and stared out the window. The sound of the wind whistling through the hall and my labored breathing were all that filled the space. I walked to her side.

      “Don’t do that,” I complained. “You can’t just run off like that. What if something—”

      But I stopped abruptly when I saw the giant tears that were streaming down her face.

      I sighed.

      “Jade,” I began.

      “This was our family’s home,” she said softly. “Father always told me that I would find him here. One day. That here we would meet.” She gestured to the empty room.

      All that remained here was the great stone fireplace. I imagined their little family, before the sickness began to spread. Maybe they had sat on that very hearth, planning out the day’s adventures. Jade would have been small, maybe five. Brendan just becoming a young man. Almara, in my imagination, had always been old.

      “He’s not here,” she sobbed. “What are we going to do now?” The haze she had been moving beneath seemed to release her, and her emotions spilled out of her.

      I put my arm around her shoulder, still taking in the details of what was once her home. A large picture frame hung empty on one wall. A single, tattered curtain hung from one of the windows.

      “One thing at a time, kid,” I said. “We just got here. We need to search around and see what’s left. And maybe Erod’s family can help us. Maybe they know something.”

      “I don’t trust him,” she shot, moving away from me. “He’s one of them. Father always said to stay away from the Solitaries.“

      “He saved our lives,” I said.

      “That proves nothing,” she said, crossing her arms. Her tears of sadness were turning angry. “You’re wrong about him. Whatever he told you was lies.”

      “You don’t know that,” I said, starting to get angry, myself. “And anyways, I’ve trusted you this whole time. I got on that stupid boat and came here because I believed that you were right, that you knew what you were doing. And you didn’t even bother to tell me about the threat of the Solitaries until it was way too late for us to turn back. Well now I’m the one who has the information, and I say you’re wrong. I don’t know about all of them, but I trust him.”

      We each stood there, glaring at each other, when a scuffling sound came from behind where we stood. Erod must have heard us arguing and was coming now to find out what was going on.

      “We’re in here,” I called, my eyes shooting Jade a warning. The last thing we needed was her offending him. He had saved our skins more than once in the past twenty four hours, and for all we knew we’d need his help again before this day was out.

      The scuffling sound stopped. I looked around, perplexed, and then back at Jade. Her eyes were still brimming with tears.

      I turned and tiptoed into the corridor, and I heard it again. In another room down the hall, the slight scratching sound, like someone’s boots scraping the floor.

      I turned to Jade and put my finger over my lips.

      Be quiet.

      Together we moved towards the sound. I saw over the railing now that Erod was still down below. He stood in the middle of the hall, slowly turning on the spot, like a tourist in a cathedral.

      If it wasn’t Erod, then what was making that noise?

      I grabbed Jade’s hand and we crept through the passage. Through an opening in the stone the noise became louder. We paused outside, listening, and then slowly pushed open a tall wood door.

      The room was big and brighter than any other room in the castle I had yet seen. Windows lined the far wall and stretched from floor to ceiling. Soft morning light lit an intricate mosaic floor beneath our feet. In the center, a tall, slim table stood empty.

      And before it, a figure clothed in a long robe shredded to rags swayed. Long, gray hair hung in matted snarls down his back. He rocked slightly from foot to foot, making the shuffling noise again as his steps scraped the floor. He muttered quietly to himself, his shriveled hands in the air making strange, jerking gestures like a sort of twisted dance.

      Jade stared.

      “Hello?” I said quietly.

      The man froze mid-step. Then he slowly turned around, his mad eyes round and bloodshot, and stared at us.

      “Father?” Jade breathed. And a moment later her face broke into a wide, awed grin.

      Almara.
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      He turned and raised his arms as if to embrace Jade. But his eyes were wild. She didn’t see it. She saw only the father she had longed for. She moved forward, her face crumpling, opening her arms as she moved, before I had a chance to yell out.

      “Torrensio!” Almara boomed.

      From the ancient, withered man came a power so great it knocked both of us to the floor. The entire mountain shook around us, sending chunks of rocks the size of baseballs tumbling to the ground. The force of the blast rolled over us, just as the previous Torrensai had, and I covered my head with my arms as the pebbles continued to rain down and dance around on the mosaic tile.

      When the rocks stopped falling and the castle was still, I squinted through the dust, searching for Jade. She was just two feet from me, and lay in a fetal position, protecting herself from the tumbling mountain.

      “Are you ok?” I hoisted myself up onto my elbows and crawled through the thick granite powder that now blanketed the floor over to where she lay. Her forehead wrinkled with surprise. I took her hands and helped her up to sitting. We turned to face Almara.

      But he was gone.

      My questions and anger about the unwarranted attack hung unspoken on my lips. My head whipped around, searching for him, for the next strike. But the room was empty.

      “Hey!” Erod’s voice echoed up from the entrance of the castle. “What’s going on up there?”

      I stood up and held out my hand to her.

      “What was that about?” I asked. But her face had gone blank, her hopes of a happy reunion dashed. Her temporary lucidity seemed to have evaporated.

      “Come on, get up,” I commanded, waving my hand impatiently in front of her face. Slowly, she reached out her hand.

      I pulled her up and over to the open doorway and peered out into the deserted hall. I turned to face her.

      “Where would he go?”

      She looked up at me, her eyes dazed.

      “Jade! You’ve got to get it together! It’s Almara! Where would he go?”

      Sudden tears began pouring freely down her cheeks as she bobbed between disbelief and pain.

      “Why?‘“ she began. “Why would he do that?” Panic now joined her other emotions, and she looked like she might scream.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “We’ll figure it out, but right now we need to find him. Where would he go?”

      She stared blankly ahead, her face confused and worried.

      “Is there anywhere in the house, anywhere where he used to spend a lot of time?” I asked. “I need you to focus. Think.”

      She searched around the room as if she hoped that an answer would reveal itself in the empty space to fill her empty mind.

      “Maybe the library?”

      “Where is it?” I had both hands on her shoulders now, demanding that she keep her attention on me and the task at hand. She raised her arm and pointed to the far end of the hall.

      “Come on.”

      I dragged her behind me and stepped as quietly as I could over the small pieces of rubble that littered the passage. The doorway at the end stood ajar, Almara’s symbol carved deeply into the surface of the wood. Not a hint of gold adorned it.

      The room on the other side was dark, almost pitch black. The mosaic room had been so bright and cheerful, but the library was dim and covered with the dust of centuries. Or maybe not. Maybe this was the place where he frequently set his Torrensai, and the dirt at our feet was the result of the castle crumbling around him, forced to rubble by his magic .

      Barely visible in the tiny shafts of light that peeked through the thick window hangings, rows and rows of books were stacked from floor to ceiling.

      I took a deep breath and spoke.

      “Hello?” I called quietly into the darkness. “Almara? We’re not here to hurt you. We just want to talk to you.”

      Silence.

      I took another step into the room, but Jade pulled on my arm, alarmed.

      “Aster, no!” she whispered. Her eyes were wide with fear.

      “It’s ok,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “Come on, it’ll be ok.”

      But she planted her feet and refused to take another step into the space, suddenly terrified of the man she had spent two hundred years waiting to see.

      I released her hands and turned back to the room.

      “Please don’t!” she begged in my ear.

      “Sir?” I called again. “Please. We have come a very long way to find you. If you could just give us a minute. We just want to talk.”

      “Brendan?”

      His voice was scratchy and quiet, and I saw a human form move from the shadows on the other side of the room.

      “Brendan, is that you?”

      A quiet gasp came from Jade behind me, and she scurried from the room.

      “No, I’m—”

      Before I had a chance to tell him my name, he was upon me. He thrust himself at me and threw his arms around me in a desperate hug.

      “Brendan!” he gasped, clutching at my jacket. “Oh, son! I thought I would never see you again!”

      He released me momentarily and looked up into my face, his decrepit, stooped body shorter than mine. His eyes were round and gray, and they searched my face hungrily. It was the wrong face, I knew, but it made no difference to him.

      “How did you get back?” he asked. “After you jumped, I saw the rift and I knew that I would never see you again. How did you manage it?”

      “I don’t think that I’m who you think—”

      “Did you find him? Did you succeed? Please tell me that you did, son,” he shook his head sadly, defeated by years of failure, waiting for me to disappoint him.

      I felt horrible. But I had to tell him.

      “Sir, my name is Aster. I’m not Brendan.” I felt sure that this fact would bring him to his senses.

      “Did you find him? Did you? And what of the ore? Was it waiting for you in the great mountains of Earth? Where is it?”

      It was like I hadn’t even spoken at all. Had he heard me?

      “I’m not Brendan.”

      I looked back at Jade, who peeked out from behind the big door, watching our exchange. Her face was so wet with tears it looked as if she had just had a shower.

      “What is he talking about?” I said.

      Almara turned away from me and began puttering around the room, mumbling nonsense to no one. I looked back and forth between the two of them.

      “Jade,” I began, but her eyes vanished from behind the door. I went after her and found her standing with her back to the wall outside the stuffy room.

      “What is going on?” I asked.

      “He’s mad,” she moaned, wrapping her arms around her middle. “He’s gone mad. He has the sickness.”

      “What?” I said, glancing back towards the library. He was just mistaken, thinking I was Brendan. He was an old, heartbroken man. And he had been holed up in this castle all alone for who knew how long. He couldn’t be crazy. Could he? “But how can someone with power like Almara get the sickness? No, just give him a chance. It’s been a long time. Maybe he’s just confused.”

      She was sobbing outright now, and fell to the floor in a heap. I knelt down beside her, but I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t give her what she needed now. The only one who could was pacing around in the other room and currently thought that I was his long-dead son.

      “How could he possibly be sick?” I asked, partly to her, partly to myself.

      Her eyes remained on her fingers, twisted together now in a heap of tension and despair.

      “Power doesn’t matter,” she said. “Magic doesn’t matter. When the sickness comes, it comes for all of us, regardless of our abilities.”

      “But how do you know?” I asked, starting to panic.

      But Jade didn’t need to answer me. The truth of her words swirled in my brain and stuck there, refusing to let go. The old man in the other room reminded me of someone I knew, someone very familiar. I had a measure of madness, and the yard stick by which I measured it was my own father. As my heart fell into my stomach the truth crashed down upon me. Jade was right. Almara was lost, just as my father had been.

      I stood back up, trying to calm myself and work out a plan all at the same time.

      “It will be ok,” I said, pacing back and forth. “We’ll work this out.”

      She didn’t look at me again. Instead, her head fell into her hands as the tears streamed silently down her cheeks.

      I walked back into the library, taking care not to startle Almara, who was poring over a stack of documents on a long, wooden table.

      “Almara?” I said quietly.

      He looked up at me, startled and dazed. And then his eyes came into focus.

      “Son?” he said. “Is that you? Brendan?”

      He moved across the room to me once more, and thrust his arms around me, patting me hard on the back.

      “Oh!” he said. “I never thought I would see you again! Tell me, did you find him? Did you find he who can save us all on Earth?”

      He was recognizing me all over again, as if the last several minutes had never happened.

      I stared at him for a moment as the reality of what I was facing stunned me. Our guide and savior had no idea who his own daughter was, and he thought I was his own son. We were in big trouble. Who could help us now?

      Don’t freak out. Think.

      I needed to try to get through to him, to find a way into his fractured mind. Somewhere in there was the truth. Somewhere in there he had our answers.

      I tried a different approach.

      “No…father, I didn’t find it,” I said, pretending to be his lost son.

      His face fell with disappointment, and his hands released me.

      “Oh, no,” he said. “You were unable to find the champion or the gold? But you have been gone for so long.” His head drooped downward, his insane mind deep in thought about this new development.

      “Um…“ I stalled, trying to think of a believable answer. “Where should I have looked?”

      His head whipped up again.

      “Where the mountains meet the water. There lies the gold, shooting up from the great, hot core of Earth.”

      “The gold?” I asked.

      He looked at me, perplexed.

      “We need the gold to balance the planets.” He looked at me expectantly.

      “Oh, right,” I said, trying to follow along. “And how do we balance them?”

      He paced away from me to the other side of the room and peeked through one of the narrow slits in the curtains.

      “I know not. I have waited for you, so that we could move on to the Fire Mountains together. For there we will find the book. It will direct us in the ways of the ancients.” He turned to look at me and rubbed his hands together nervously. “But without the gold, I fear we shall not make it past the gates of Riverstone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We cannot jump to the Fire Mountains without the gold, and no gold remains on any of the planets in the Triaden.”

      “You mean, we need gold to make a link?” I asked.

      “Not just any link,” he snorted. I wanted to keep him talking; the conversation seemed to keep him lucid. “You know as well as I that the crafting of links to other worlds is no easy task, but without gold any attempt at all would be futile.”

      At that moment the door behind us creaked open, and I heard Erod’s muffled voice.

      “Aster?” he called softly. “What’s going on in there? You alright? What’s wrong with Jade?”

      “Aster?” asked Almara, looking between me and the door. “Who is Aster?”

      “Erod, can you come in here?” I answered. The enormous man lumbered through the doorway, and at his arrival Almara’s eyes became round and frightened again.

      “You!” he shrieked. He began to raise up his hands again, as he had in the sunlit room, as if he were about to release a curse.

      “No!” I shouted, approaching him with my hands in the air. “No, Father! Erod is a friend of mine! You musn’t—”

      “He is one of them,” he hissed. His voice and eyes held the same fear Jade had shown just minutes ago.

      “One of who?”

      “A Solitary,” he said, standing up as tall as his crooked body would allow. “No Solitary has the right to walk the halls of this castle, and I swear on the Book of Leveling—”

      “No! He is my friend. This is Erod.” I stretched out my hand to Erod, hoping that he would be brave enough to take it and enter the space with us. “He saved us. We nearly drowned.”

      Erod took careful, heavy steps towards us, and Almara backed away, his head half-turned, like a dog expecting to be smacked on the nose. His momentary courage had vanished. His eyes narrowed wickedly at the giant man.

      “You fool the boy, but you do not fool me, Erod,” he said. “I know your kind. Your people have the book that could save us all, and yet you hoard it all to yourselves. Why? You broke my gates and you ruled this house for a time, yes. But only until I returned and drove you out.” He stretched out his bony arm and pointed an age-knobbled finger at Erod. “You have no place here.”

      I looked at Erod, unsure of what to do, but when he didn’t speak, I had no choice but to.

      “Erod is welcome wherever I go,” I said. Almara shifted his untrusting eyes to me, and the gray orbs softened at the sight of my face.

      “Son,” he said. “Oh, my son!” He approached me again, embracing me as he had done now twice before. “Brendan, tell me, did you find it?”

      How was I supposed to get past this? Every five minutes he was forgetting who I was. And that didn’t even matter, because I wasn’t Brendan. Not only did he keep forgetting, but he had it wrong entirely. I wasn’t, and could never be, the son he wanted to see.

      I stared at the man, the madman Almara, deranged from what, I didn’t know, and lied.

      “Yes, father,” I said quietly. “I found it.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later I sat with Erod and Jade in her old quarters. She was exhausted from both the sea journey and the huge disappointment she had just faced. I dug out the old ratty blanket Kiron had given me and wrapped it around her. She curled up into a ball in the back of a dark closet. She could rest here, hidden and undisturbed.

      Almara remained in the library, probably thinking himself left alone for another hundred years. He took little notice when we had left, and he’d begun muttering again, walking himself around and around the room. He wouldn’t miss us.

      “Erod, what was he talking about?” I asked once Jade had drifted off.

      “What do you mean?” he answered.

      “What did he mean that the Solitaries have the book of…what was it?”

      “Leveling. The Book of Leveling.”

      “Yeah, what is that?”

      Erod picked at the pebbles that littered the floor.

      “Supposed to be a secret,” he finally answered. “The elders always claimed to have it, but no one’s ever really seen it. If they had, why wouldn’t they have used it to fix the Triaden hundreds of years ago? Our people were starving just as much as any other folks.” He looked up and around at the destroyed room. “They know where it is, that’s for sure. But I think they can’t get to it, somehow.”

      “But what is it? How can a book be powerful enough to change something like a planet?”

      He shrugged. “Got me. I ain’t no seer, and I ain’t no elder.”

      We sat in silence for a time. Jade’s light, even breathing was just audible from her dark corner.

      “Why did you leave?” I asked.

      “None of your business,” he replied quickly. “Besides, I’m back now.” A veil of hurt shadowed his eyes. “We’ll see if they’ll have me.”

      “We should go there,” I said suddenly, getting to my feet. “Now. We should go there right now. Find out what happened here. Maybe they know what happened to him.” I gestured to the door.

      “What about the girl?” he asked.

      I looked over at Jade. She would panic if she woke up and we were gone. But I didn’t want to wake her up.

      “How far is it? To get to the Solitaries?” I asked.

      “Few hours’ walk to the north, then a steep climb to get into the village,” he said.

      I pulled paper and pen from my backpack and began writing.

      

      Jade,

      Erod and I have gone to his village to try to find some answers. Maybe the Solitaries will be able to help Almara. Or at least maybe they can tell us what happened. I should be back by tomorrow afternoon.

      I’m leaving the rest of the food for you. I’ll get more at Erod’s.

      I’ll be back soon.

      Aster

      

      I stared down at the page and then looked up at Jade’s sleeping form. I hoped she wouldn’t go nuts when she found out I had left her. But she was in no state to travel, and I needed to know more before Almara blasted us all again and did some real damage.

      “What about the old man?” Erod asked.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” I said, standing. I doubted Almara would leave this place. In fact, I doubted he remembered meeting us at all.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Erod and I made our way down the main road that led from Riverstone out to the country beyond. The city gates rose up forbiddingly on either side of us as I followed him. I stared straight upward at the mighty bars, entranced by their size. The several stone locks that had once held the doorway to Riverstone secure against outsiders were broken into pieces at our feet as we crossed the threshold. Erod paid this no attention, but I stopped and ran my hands over the huge stone doorways, three feet thick and fifty feet high. How, I wondered, could anybody get through gates like these, or even move them at all? Even with all the magic I’d seen, I couldn’t imagine the forces that had been strong enough to break through.

      I jogged to keep up with Erod’s enormous strides.

      “What’s your family like?” I asked, catching him. “Will they be upset that I’m coming in with you?”

      “They’ll be upset regardless,” he said, his eyes focused ahead of us. “They don’t take to strangers, myself included.”

      “Is what Almara said about them true?”

      “Some of it,” he said. “They broke through the gates, that much is true.”

      “How did they do it? Did they find some sort of magic?”

      “I know not. Tt all happened long before I was born. But I don’t think so. They love magic. But they’re afraid of it.” His heavy boots crunched against the rocky trail. “No place for me there.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      He smirked slightly to himself.

      “I ain’t no ordinary man.” He seemed to be talking to the land around us as much as to me.

      “No?”

      He didn’t answer, so I pressed on.

      “What is this book Almara was talking about?” I asked.

      “The Book of Leveling is not for me to discuss. Not now. Your questions about it must wait for the others to answer.”

      “Why?” I asked. “You left your home ages ago. Why can’t you just tell me about it now?”

      “Child, my body may have left my village, but my spirit remains there. It is not the way of my people to give out information so blindly.”

      “But you said, ‘I see what you are.’ What did you mean?”

      He stopped walking and sighed heavily, turning to me.

      “It means that I trust you,” he said. “But it won’t serve me to break the laws of my people on the very same day I seek to rejoin them. You will have your answers. I will see to that.” He turned and continued walking down the trail. “But not this morning.”

      The path from the mountain descended steeply into a rock-strewn valley. Ruggedness was undoubtedly a personality trait necessary to survive in a place like this. After we reached the end of the path and started across the lowlands, each step I took jostled my body in some way or another. The terrain was jagged and uneven from the rock outcroppings, and soon my legs were throbbing from the effort. While Erod’s tall frame made travel for him easier, I was quickly winded.

      I wondered if I would have an easier time running across the open field.  Sometimes, when I got going really fast, running felt more like flying than anything, and my feet seemed not to care how uneven the ground was. But this stepping up and down over and over was wearing me out.

      “Hey, Erod,” I said after a few minutes. “You ever run?”

      “What do you mean?” he answered.

      “I mean, you’re a pretty big guy. You ever just take off running? I bet you’re pretty fast with those long legs.”

      He looked over at me, a disapproving look on his face.

      “Yes, I can run. But you could never keep up,” he said. That same smirk played on his face again.

      I stopped walking and turned to face him.

      “I’ll bet you I can.”

      He raised his thick eyebrows.

      “Ok,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Let’s run. Get there faster, anyways.” He turned and broke into a lumbering jog.

      I watched him as he bounced away from me, his awkward frame practically rolling down the hill. He’d never see me coming.

      I stumbled with the first few strides I took; it had been ages since I had been free to run out in the open. But soon, just as I had hoped, the uneven rocks beneath my feet no longer mattered. With my speed came imperviousness to the difficulty of the terrain.

      Erod’s hair blew slightly in the breeze my racing form created as I blew by him. I ran for only a minute or so, not wanting to lose him entirely. I was surprised when I turned and saw that he was only a few paces behind me. I slowed.

      “Where did you learn how to do that?” he demanded as he caught up with me.

      “Where did you?” I asked, surprised. “I’ve never seen someone come close to being able to catch me.”

      He smiled. “Years of practice against my brother,” he said. “Speed is a gift most of us have. But when my powers got too great, everybody stopped racing me.”

      “Your powers?” I asked. He looked at me wryly.

      So that was why his family didn’t seem to want him around.

      “What else can you do?” I asked.

      “Now, if you think I’m going to spill all my secrets, you’re a fool.”

      “No, no,” I said. “That’s not what I meant. I’m just surprised you haven’t shown anything until now.”

      “Where I come from, powers aren’t something you go flashing around.” He turned his gaze back in the direction of our travel and started walking again.

      “What about your powers?” he asked. “You go around showin’ off to all the girls in your town?”

      My cheeks flushed.

      “I don’t really have any powers,” I said. “Running is the only thing that I can do that’s…not normal.”

      He grunted.

      “But why not stay?” I asked, catching up to him and trying to change the subject. “Why not try to help them?”

      “When I left they weren’t in trouble,” he said.

      “But they are now?” I asked.

      “I expect, yes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “How do I know?” He glanced in my direction. “Didn’t you see that madman up in the tower? They’re in trouble, alright. He’s like a beacon up there, the idiot. I’m guessing he’s called more attention to this place with his Torrensai than my people ever could in a thousand years.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Don’t know yet,” he grunted. “I suppose I’ll just wait and see what needs doing. But first I’ve got to get us in the door.”

      “Do you expect that to be difficult to do?” I asked.

      “You ask too many questions,” he said with a glance over at me. Then he picked up his feet and ran flat-out.

      I smiled for what seemed like the first time in many days, even with the heavy news of Almara’s insanity hanging over me like a thunderhead. The feeling of my uplifted cheeks on my face felt good. I picked up my own feet and took off after him.

      We raced each other for a while, making short work of the distance between the castle and the range of hills that surrounded Erod’s village. For most of the time we were neck in neck, but in the end my speed won out. We both sat on the large boulder that had been our most recent target, panting and laughing.

      The first arrow whizzed by my ear and stuck in the ground ten feet in front of me. Before I knew what was happening, Erod had pulled me to the ground behind the boulder.

      “Stop, Brother,” he called out. “It is I, Erod, come home to bring news of the Triaden.”

      Another arrow flew across the top of the boulder. No voice answered his call.

      “Brother, did you not hear me?” he yelled. “Hold your weapons and let me come out to you. I have a tale to tell.”

      For a moment there was no further sound, but then we heard a single voice.

      “Show yourself, then, Erod,” it said. “Prove your loyalty.”

      Erod stood and walked around the edge of the rock.

      “Erod!” I whispered. But he ignored me and kept his gaze ahead of him. His thick fingers unbuttoned his overshirt, and when he stretched it open what I saw there made me gasp.

      Almara’s symbol.

      It wasn’t carved into the flesh like it had been on the arms of the prisoners below Stonemore. This symbol glowed gold, shimmering against his brown skin.

      Who was this guy?

      I slowly stood up from behind the boulder, anxious to see our attacker.

      Erod held out his hand to the hunter, who had raised his bow and aimed his arrow at me.

      “No, Brother,” Erod said. “He is my friend.”

      From around the boulder came a tall, thick man, taller even than Erod. His arrow still pointed at my chest, and I raised my hands up so he could see I was unarmed.

      “I don’t care whose friend he is,” snarled the man. “He ain’t welcome.” The man spit into the grass near Erod’s feet.

      “That is unfortunate, for my news is intertwined with this boy as completely as the Jared’s Mark is with my flesh. Let us pass.”

      The man looked back and forth between the two of us. Then, after his stern gaze had rested on my face for several long moments, he looked back to Erod and his face broke into a crooked smile.

      “You’ll have me whipped, you know,” he said.

      “Oh, they won’t whip you. Not with what I have to share.”

      The man dropped his bow to his side and approached Erod, arms outstretched.

      “I ain’t sorry to see you,” he said, and he and Erod hugged one another. “But you know the way of it. I hope you got news worthy enough to spare my life.”

      “Tell them I hit you,” Erod said. “Shall I?”

      The man nodded. Erod pulled back his arm as if cocking a crossbow and smashed the man across the side of his face.

      “Argh! Erod!” he yelled, angry over the force of the blow.

      Erod smiled, but not for long. The man’s fist punched upward from where he crouched and caught Erod squarely in the jaw, knocking him to the ground as he yelped in pain. They both lay sprawled out on the stubby grass. They were even.

      “There’s no need to act as a fool,” Erod said, panting. Then his anger melted away and he laughed.

      The man stood and walked over to Erod, offering him his hand, a wide grin stretched across his face. A thin trickle of blood ran down the side of his cheek.

      “Your ma won’t be happy.“

      “Yes, I know,” Erod said, accepting the man’s hand and hauling himself upright. “And what of Egon and Nirsio?”

      “Good as can be expected,” said the man.

      The two turned and walked away from me, leaving me standing with my hands still raised foolishly in the air. It was unsettling to me that our first greeting by a member of his village had come to such forceful blows. I made a mental note to stay light on my feet, ready to run if any of the enormous villagers came after me.

      I followed the two giant men up the steep hills that lay before us.

      “Is there news, then?” Erod asked the man between giant strides.

      “Course there is,” he said. “But I ain’t about to talk about it while you got a shadow followin’ ya.” He inclined his head back in my direction and shot me a glance.

      Erod snorted.

      “He is a child, for one thing,” he said. “But that fact aside, we have seen a fair amount of trouble together already. He has shown himself to be trustworthy, and do we really have time to play such a game at this late hour? What is the news?”

      The man huffed his disapproval, but he spoke anyways.

      “Druce and the elders speak of the darkness. They say it’s comin’, faster than ever before. End is nearly upon us now, I expect. They say that we got only months. Maybe a year.”

      Erod stayed silent, studying his feet as he took each step.

      “No matter what Druce or any of the ‘em say, we need ya here,” said the man. He stopped and faced Erod, who looked up hesitantly to meet his gaze. “You know they can’t protect us. Not all are gonna take kindly to your return. But you been long whispered about. Many’ll be glad.”

      “I know not what power I may yet have,” Erod said. “I may be of no use at all.” He stared hard into the other man’s face, at once concerned and confident.

      The man put one hand heavily onto Erod’s shoulder.

      “Yes,” he said. “Your power may or may not be enough. But you’ll be with us now instead of out on the wild sea. You’ll be home.” He gave his head a curt nod, and Erod’s face broke into a wide smile.

      “Ah, I have missed you, Miros,” Erod said. The two started walking again.

      “Shouldn’t have left, then,” Miros said.

      “You know I had little choice in that matter. Druce would have flayed me alive had I stayed.”

      “Maybe.” Miros nodded, snickering. “Though that ain’t got nothing to do with your magic, if I remember right. If you had kept your eyes off his daughter, he might’ve let you stay.”

      So quickly, and without warning, Erod’s hand shot out and shoved Miros to the side. He nearly fell, but then caught his balance just before his hands hit the dirt. He was chortling now, and Erod walked on as if he had done nothing more important than swat at a fly.

      We crested the top of the hill, and as we took the first steps down the other side, I saw our destination waiting for us. In the basin of the small, hidden valley, a scattering of thatched roof dwellings dotted the landscape.

      The village of the Solitaries.

      A tall boy greeted us as we descended the hillside.

      “Go tell Grete,” said Miros to him, and the boy bounded away towards one of the little houses.

      Erod smiled and looked back at me.

      “Hope you’re ready for this,” he said.

      Ready for what?

      As we approached the small house, several dogs gathered around us, sniffing and baying to let the whole place know we had arrived.

      “I leave you here, Brother,” Miros said, and he clapped him roughly on the back. Erod stumbled.

      “Thanks,” he said. And then to himself, “I’ll need it.”

      He ducked through the small doorway into the cottage, and I followed him inside. Standing over a tiny stove that held an enormous pot was the largest woman I had ever seen. Erod was big, but she was huge. She stayed focused on the stove as she spoke.

      “Brann came with the news,” she said. “I suppose you think I’ll be feeding you up.”

      “Hi Mum,” Erod said.

      She turned on the spot, her eyes flashing with anger.

      “Don’t you ‘Hi Mum’ me,” she spat.  Then she walked across the small room and whacked him, hard, across the face. Beneath the submissive look he wore on his face, I could just barely see a smile peeking through.

      What was it with these people? I shifted uncomfortably where I stood, hoping that they wouldn’t beat me with their welcomes.

      He stood upright again and held his arms out to her, smirking. She stood, arms folded across her broad chest, and glared at him. But after a few moments of trying to avoid his gaze, she finally relented, opening her arms and accepting his embrace.

      “You’re no good, you know that, Erod?” she said to the top of his head. “I should’ve thrown you in the river when you was a baby. So scrawny anyways.”

      He laughed.

      She released the hug but kept her hands on his shoulders, staring him straight in the face.

      “If you ever take off like that again, I’ll hunt you down and beat you bloody. You understand?”

      “Yes, Mum.” Erod smiled.

      She shoved him away from her and turned back her cooking.

      “Who’s this bug you’ve brought in?” she asked.

      “Just someone I picked up along the way,” he said, his eyes smiling in my direction. “Actually, Mum, we need to call the clan together.”

      “What for?”

      “We’ve come across some things that Aster here needs to find answers to.”

      “He needs answers? What about our answers?” Her fist sunk into a lump of dough the size of a basketball that had been resting on the counter. The air that had gathered between the fibers of wheat puffed out in a whoosh, like the air being let out of a balloon. Her massive arms kneaded the flattened mass, expertly working the dough and folding it over and over as she went.

      “We have some of them, too. And,” he looked at me for approval for what he was about to say, but he didn’t wait for it before he spoke, “he’s got gold.”

      Her hands froze atop the mountain of dough, and the room went silent.

      “What?” She turned around and fixed her hard gaze on me.

      “It’s true, Mum,” he said.

      “How’s this?” she asked me.

      I opened my mouth, to say what, I didn’t know, but Erod saved me.

      “It’s a story for the elders and the clan to hear together,” he said.

      “Seein’ as he’s sittin’ in my house, I think it’s a story I’m ready to hear right now.”

      “No, Mum,” he said firmly. “Tonight he will tell his story, and I mine.” Erod stifled a yawn. The warm cottage combined with our lack of sleep over the past couple of days was catching up with us, but my eyes remained open and alert.

      “We need rest, Mum.”

      She glared at him for a moment, her eyes flitting angrily back and forth between us. But then her stern face changed from anger to understanding. The hard edges remained, as if a moment ago she had been talking to a boy, and now a man.

      “Go on then,” she said, removing the long apron from her front. She hung it next to the stove and headed for the door. “I’ll be back.” She left the mound of dough, unfinished and forgotten, on the counter, and closed the front door firmly behind her.

      Erod lay back on a couch of sorts that sat up off the floor and groaned loudly at the relief of resting his muscles. That left me with the lumpy mattress in the corner.

      “Will we be safe?” I said as I sat down. I pulled a wadded blanket from the floor over my legs. It smelled like a barn.

      “Safe enough,” he said, his eyes drooping. “I told you, they’re afraid of magic.”

      “And you ain’t no ordinary man,” I said. He smiled.

      “Nope.”

      But as he drifted off to sleep I wondered how this clan was going to react to our arrival here. I dug my hand into my pocket and felt the smooth outline of the gold medallion. Before I first traveled into the Fold, I never would have thought a piece of gold could be worth so much. I would have to hold onto it tight.

      But just how tight, at that moment, I never would have guessed.
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      Hours later, the front door to the tiny hut banged open, and my eyes flew wide. A freshly killed deer dangled from the shoulder of a man at least eight feet tall. Its blank, black eyes cast an empty stare around the room as he turned to close the door behind him. He dropped the carcass to the floor like nothing more important than a bundle of soiled rags, and in two strides was at the foot of the couch where Erod lay, snoring loudly.

      The man lifted his foot and shoved Erod roughly. His only response was a snorting sound as his slumber was temporarily disturbed. He shoved him again, harder this time, and Erod’s eyes squinted in the dying light of the day. He raised his hands to his face, rubbing it blearily as the man came into focus before him, and then he smiled.

      “Pa,” he said.

      “Hmph,” the man said. “Get your arse up off that sofa and go clean the deer. You got a lot of work to make up after what you pulled.”

      I backed myself up against the wall, trying to stay invisible, not knowing what to do. If these two came to blows inside this tiny hut, I was sure to be squashed flat.

      Erod stared at him blankly for a moment, and the slightest hint of disappointment crossed his face for just an instant. Then he laughed.

      “Yeah, alright,” he said. He motioned for me to follow him, and as I did so the man settled himself heavily into one of the wooden chairs around the small kitchen table. I may have been fast, but the more time I spent around Erod, the smaller I felt. With the introduction of his father, a man I felt sure could have broken me into two with no more effort than snapping a piece of kindling, I was filled with the intense desire to disappear entirely.

      Erod didn’t introduce us, and he didn’t wait for me to help him with the deer. In one long motion he grasped the two back legs of the animal and threw its body over his shoulder. A thin trail of blood dripped from its neck, trickling onto the wood floor, but Erod paid it no notice. He heaved open the door to the cottage and stepped out into the late afternoon sun, me skittering along in his wake.

      He stopped as we exited the small house, breathing deeply and then catching my eye.

      “My Pa,” was all he said. I nodded.

      He moved off to a large tree that stood twenty paces from the house. Rigged up to one of the lower branches was a thick, metal hook, a fat ring of rope hanging from its end. Erod held the animal’s head and thrust it through the noose, which tightened as the deer was released from his back. He gave a long sigh with the lifting of the weight from his shoulders, and stood back to admire the catch.

      “Good hunter, my pa,” he said. “See how there’s only one wound, here along the throat.” His fingers moved over the neck of the dangling carcass, briefly pausing over the almost unnoticeable hole in the skin. He looked at me for my approval. I quickly nodded, trying to keep my mouth closed, despite my horror at this situation.

      I had never hunted before, and though I had helped Kiron some with the preparation of chicken meat for our travels to Stonemore months before, I had done most of the work after the actual killing had occurred. Now I was faced with the dead animal itself. A month’s worth of meat, to be sure, but still in his furry clothing, uncut and unprepared, his tongue lolling out from one side of his mouth. I gulped.

      “Grab me the knife,” Erod nodded towards a large tree stump a few yards away. Several tools lay on its surface, and I grabbed what looked like the sharpest of them and returned it to Erod.

      With a precision and quickness I hadn’t expected, he slashed down the belly of the deer from throat to pelvis. The stomach and intestines of the once beautiful creature sagged out of the gash, and Erod’s hands expertly caught them before they splattered to the ground.

      I almost lost what little food remained in my stomach. I turned away, the sight and smell of the chore overwhelming to me.

      “Ah, so now you’re gonna be a baby, are ya?” he said. I gulped again, trying not to be sick. “If you plan on eating, you ought to learn how to do the work. Get back over here.”

      I turned my head, unwilling at first to look at the carnage that lay behind me. But Erod had moved the long lump of intestines away to the other side of the tree, and looking at the animal now was more easily stomached. Soon, he stripped the skin off the giant beast, and after that I had less of the sensation that I was ripping apart an innocent forest creature and more that I was simply participating in what needed to be done to survive.

      For the next hour I was Erod’s errand boy. After skinning the deer, he began the long process of butchering the meat into segments manageable for cooking. Soon, I was running back and forth between the skinning tree and a tall drying cabinet that stood next to the house, carefully sorting and arranging the meat on the racks in preparation for preservation. By the end of it all I was exhausted, but I also felt oddly accomplished. Watching Erod handle the deer had taught me the basics of a skill I never would have had the opportunity to learn back on Earth. Meat was a rarity at home, with so little viable grass to feed the animals. But here, while I might find hunting to be an unsavory task, I felt my stomach give an unmistakable rumble of hunger upon the completion of the butchering chore. I was truly looking forward to dinner.

      Erod wiped his hands, stained red from the work, onto his dark pants and expertly threw the knife into the tree stump, where it stuck firmly.

      “Walk around before supper?” he asked me.

      I shrugged. “Sure.” I felt less nervous than I had this afternoon. More accomplished and, unmistakably, taller. I wiped my own stained hands on my pants and fell into step beside him.

      At the tree, nobody had bothered us. Erod’s family home was on the outskirts of the village, and perhaps not everyone had yet heard about his return. But as we approached the heart of the place, in full view of the inhabitants, we were greeted with a variety of responses. Some shuttered their windows as we walked past. One older woman even spat in our direction before closing the wooden covering with a snap.

      Others were friendlier. Some smiled tentatively, and occasionally someone, usually a man, would shout out a greeting to Erod. After several people did this, something that had been nagging at me all day floated up to the surface.

      “Why do they talk like that?” I asked. He glared in my direction. “I mean,” I stumbled, “why don’t you sound like them? You grew up here, didn’t you?”

      Erod heaved a heavy sigh.

      “I’ve never quite fit here,” he said. “It’s been told that, when one is born with the curse, as I was, you can tell from the moment he opens his mouth to speak. Even a toddler can give himself away with just a few words, for those that escape him are rarely of the native tongue. Just as when I speak now, just about anyone can see I’m an outsider.”

      “I don’t think having power makes you cursed,” I said. The sliver of power I had that allowed me to run, where on Earth I could barely walk without getting winded, I considered a precious gift.

      “It makes you cursed here,” he said. “My parents, when they heard the strange, formal speech coming from me when I was a babe, taught me how to blend in, how to speak like the others of our kind. I figured out how to hide my powers for a long, long time. But I was born…different than my people in many ways.”

      “Is that why you left?” I asked, looking around at the glances of the villagers as we walked, some friendly, some mean. “I mean, aside from the girl.”

      He shot me a glance, but his face quickly shifted from suspicion to humor.

      “As if a girl could be the reason I would leave my childhood home for the great beyond,” he said. Then his face fell, his eyes fixed on a small house up ahead as we walked. “There were others, magical folk, who came before me in our history. But none of them did us any good. Just about every one turned to the darkness over the years, unleashing their foulest on those closest to them. When I started to feel it, I guarded it inside, certain that if I just held it back, kept it close, that I would be able to stay here.

      “But magic, well, it comes out of you, whether you try to hide it or not. And one day,” Erod’s gaze stayed fixed on the tiny house, his eyes both faraway and intense. “One day, it did.”

      “What happened?”

      “What usually does,” he said, stopping and turning to me. “At least, to those of us who manage to hold onto the good as well as the magic. She was in danger.” He looked up at the cottage again. Behind the window glass, a flutter of white trailed past. “And that was it.”

      “You saved her, and now she hides from you?” I asked. I, too, stared at the house now, willing her to show herself.

      “I expect she doesn’t have much choice,” he said, tearing his eyes away. He put his hand on my shoulder and turned me away from the place. We walked on.

      “When it happened,” he continued, “her father was right mad. Looked just like an angry bear as he barreled down on me, threatening to kill me. Of course, there wasn’t much he could do. Druce doesn’t hold the magic in him, and neither does anyone else in the town. At least as far as I know. Without it, he couldn’t really touch me.

      “But the damage was done. Their fear is too great, and even though I had saved one of their own, some would argue the most important one, they wanted me gone. I knew it. They knew it. So I left.”

      “That’s so unfair,” I said.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But they’ve experienced a lot over a long stretch of time. It can be hard to shift people’s minds away from what they know, especially when danger’s involved. To them, it was only a matter of time before I turned, too.”

      “But you didn’t turn.” I looked up at him sheepishly. “Did you?”

      A wide grin broke across his face and he chortled. “No,” he said. “Not yet.”

      I saw the people differently now as we made our way through the town. I had feared them this afternoon, but now I felt both a sort of pity and an anger towards them at the same time. How could they do that to one of their own? Just shut him out because he might turn evil someday? Anybody might. And in doing so they had lost the opportunity to have him among them. To allow him to use his gifts to help everyone.

      “Where did you go?” I finally asked, my mind finally coming back to where he had left off.

      “Well, you heard my ma. The sea. It’s a natural place for people like us. We live up here in the mountains, but we’re raised on the water. From as young as I can remember I’ve been sailing on the sea, be it on a two-stick raft or a mighty ship, like the one you and I met on.” He lifted his head in the direction of the ocean, breathing in the cool mountain air. “It was easy to hide what I had out there. And besides, nobody would have cared anyways. That’s the funny thing. The thing that got me sent from my home and family would’ve had the opposite effect out in the wider world.”

      “Did you tell anyone?”

      He shook his head, lowering it from the breeze. “No. There’s all sorts of targets a man can wear. Some say you’re dangerous, some say you’re desirable. I wanted neither on my back.”

      We had come back to his family’s house, and as he opened the door to go inside, I paused and looked behind at the town we had just come through. In the distance, back on the other side of town where the tiny cottage of Erod’s love sat, I could swear I saw another flutter of white, before that window, too, was shuttered tight.
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      Inside the room was sticky and hot. But my feet had barely crossed the threshold before I was knocked backward against the wall.

      “Get OUT you filthy traitor!“ came a loud, angry voice. The sound of pummeling fists permeated my head, and I crossed my arms over my skull to protect it from what I was sure was an attack against me.

      But the attack was not meant for me. In a flash, both Erod and the man with the fists were shoved out the door again.

      “I told ya to keep it outside!” Erod’s mother yelled, brandishing a large pot in one hand as though she intended to smack one of them over the head with it.

      The two men wrestled in the dirt, punching and kicking at each other. Erod’s mother, satisfied that they would not disrupt her kitchen again, turned her back and walked away. I stared, mouth gaping, at the ferocity of the fight in front of me. They grunted and swore between punches, beating each other bloody until finally, several minutes later, they both lay on their backs beside one another, their chests heaving.

      Erod’s father stood in the door behind me, and his sudden presence made me jump.

      “You boys about done?” he growled. They didn’t answer, but Erod turned onto his side, spitting out a large mouthful of blood onto the ground. The man beside him groaned. Erod got to his feet and stumbled towards me. I backed up, alarmed at his appearance. One eye was quickly turning black, and blood flowed from both his nose and mouth.

      “That,” he panted, “is my brother, Egon.” He pushed past me into the room beyond.

      Egon rolled to his feet and stumbled forward after him. He was in even worse shape than his brother, with two black eyes and a face so bloody I couldn’t tell where it was flowing from.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Erod’s mother had appeared again, and she blocked the doorway entirely with her wide frame. “You know the rules. Family fights go outside.”

      “He ain’t in the family no more,” Egon snarled, trying to push past her.

      She shoved him roughly away, and for a moment I realized that, though she was much older, she was clearly much stronger than her son.

      “You wreck my kitchen and you won’t be in the family no more.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. He spit at her feet, and amidst the bloody mass a single white tooth stuck out.

      She slammed the door in his face.

      Both Erod and his father sat at the small table now, Erod holding a wet rag over his damaged eye.

      “Had that comin’,” his father said. Erod snorted and blew his bloody nose into the rag.

      Soon, the three settled down, and Erod’s mother began barking orders.

      “Plates,” she said to her son, and he hoisted himself up from the table and removed a stack of dishes from the shelf. I noticed that he set five places at the table, not four.

      “Is he coming back?” I asked, glancing nervously at the closed door.

      “If he wants to eat,” said Erod’s mother.  She moved around the table, slopping down large servings of meat and soggy vegetables onto the plates. I recognized the deer meat, and my mouth filled with saliva. Next to each plate she placed a large chunk of bread.

      Nobody waited to start in on the meal. Erod and his father attacked the food immediately, as though they hadn’t eaten in a month, and soon his mother was slurping it up as well. I picked up my spoon and took a large mouthful. The meat was delicious. The green, slimy vegetables less so. But I did as the rest and dipped my bread in the thick gravy, which made the whole thing a lot more enjoyable.

      When the door banged open, I was the only one to bother to look up from the table.

      “Where you been?” Erod’s mother asked Egon.

      “Hmph,” he said, pulling out a chair and slamming his large backside down into it. He glared at me. “Who are you?”

      “I’m—uh,” I sputtered.

      “He’s my guest,” Erod said to his plate.

      “Hmph,” Egon said again. “You bring a freak home to join us, did ya?” His taunting had no effect on Erod, so he turned to target me again. “How’d you meet my brother here?” he asked. “In some dark cave somewhere? What’d he tell ya about us, eh? He tell ya where to find it? He tell ya all our—”

      “Shut up, you moron,” Erod said. Egon broke his glare and tossed it towards his brother.

      “Don’t you call me that,” he shot back. “I know what you are.” He picked up his own spoon, apparently deciding to eat before attacking again.

      “All you know is paranoid nonsense,” Erod said.

      “It ain’t nonsense,“ Egon began.

      “Shut up, the both of ya,” Erod’s father roared, slamming both of his giant fists down onto the table.

      Everyone fell silent, Erod and Egon both staring at their plates angrily. Beneath Erod’s clenched fingers, I caught the sight of several bright tendrils of power, like tiny lightening bolts, flying over the skin of his fist. A few long moments stretched out until Erod’s father picked up his spoon again. Then, everyone else followed suit, and we all ate the rest of the meal in silence.

      When every plate at the table was empty, and the pot contained no more of the meal, Erod pushed back.

      “They’re waiting,” he said, looking at me.

      “Waiting?” I asked.

      “Mum told the elders this morning. Since then, they’ve all waited.”

      I eyeballed the window. Suddenly feeling certain that a horde of people must be standing right outside the door. Would they all hiss and spit at us the way so many did this afternoon? Would they attack, as Egon had done?

      “What are they going to do?” I asked, my mind racing, my fingers digging into my pocket and closing over the medallion protectively. “Are they going to go crazy like the sailors did? Try to steal it?”

      “Nah, I won’t let ‘em.”

      My eyes remained on the window glass. Several flickering torches were just visible in the early evening light.

      “Here’s how this is going to go,” he said. “They’re as afraid of you as you are them, but everyone here wants the same thing. Peace in the Triaden. If you get in over your head, just keep coming back to that point. The leader is Druce. He’s the smallest of the council; that’s how you’ll know him. But don’t let his size fool you. He’s a sharp man and won’t miss a single detail of your story.”

      “What will they want?” I asked.

      “Want? What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what are they expecting from me?”

      He sat back in his chair and thought for a moment.

      “The truth should suffice.”

      “And you?” I said. “What will they want from you?”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      Erod stood and went to the door. I clumsily pushed my chair back and followed him. Through the window glass the bright flickering of torches touched his face. He looked down at me.

      “Here we go.”

      “Wait,” I said, grabbing his hand before he turned the knob. I was suddenly all but frozen, not ready for what awaited me on the other side of the door.

      He paused, studying my face. Then he bent a little bit to look me in the eye.

      “You and I are the same,” he said. “Just like you, just like them out there, I also want peace in the Triaden. Difference is, I’m not afraid to take a risk to win it. Neither are you. Aren’t many people left who are willing to fight this war. You want your answers? This is the way.”

      “War?” I asked.

      He nodded curtly. Then he pulled open the door and stepped out of the cottage. I looked back at the table. Erod’s parents both watched us leave, hardened looks of pain cemented into their faces. Egon’s eyes remained on the wood.

      I turned to leave the cottage, and before me fifty giant villagers, all but the children taller than Erod, fell silent. As we began to move through the crowd they parted, letting us pass to the reckoning that lay ahead.
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      War.

      He must be exaggerating.

      But these people looked deadly serious.

      Erod’s home was on the edge of the village, one of about thirty low cottages that were scattered haphazardly in the small mountain valley. The mountains surrounded us, jutting up high into the sky from all sides. This place was well protected from the rest of the island. That hike from Riverstone hadn’t been for the fainthearted, and I suspected that few would make the journey only to be greeted by a band of giantish men. On one precipice I caught a glimpse of white flickering in the coming night wind. I almost stopped in my tracks, surprised by what I recognized as a sharpshooter. I looked around at the mountains again, and I wondered how many guards were up there with my heart in their sights.

      We walked on dirt road to the center of the village, the crowd silently following. A bonfire was built up and waiting for us. An average sized man stood in front of it, arms crossed against his chest, and stared at us with cold eyes. He approached Erod when we got close.

      “Erod,” he said, keeping his arms firmly crossed over his chest.

      “Druce,” Erod said. “I see you’re back home again. I can’t say I’m sorry about it.”

      “Hmph,” Druce said. “Not sorry, eh? Not sorry that your brother in evil has returned to our lands? Throwin’ his curses off the top of the highest tower for all to see?”

      Brother in evil? Did he mean…Almara?

      “He knows not what he does,” Erod said.

      “Maybe, but you ain’t done nothin’ to stop him, have ya?”

      “It is not my place to stop him,” he said. “And I could not, in any case, were I to try.”

      “Your place more than any,” Druce grumbled. He glared at Erod, his nose crinkled in disgust as if smelling something foul.

      Erod met his glare for a moment in the flickering light of the fire. Then he turned to me.

      “Druce of Darkmist, I present to you Aster Wood, bearer of gold and friend to the men of the Triaden.” At his words, several gasps erupted in the crowd. In my pocket, my fingers caressed the smooth skin of the medallion. “I believe that his purpose and your own, to silence the madman, might…intersect.”

      I looked up at Erod, surprised and suddenly more frightened than I had been since arriving in this strange, violent town. One thing was for sure: these people didn’t just fear magic, they hated it. What had he gotten me into? Silence the madman?

      “Aster Wood,” Druce said, looking down at me with mistrust. “So you’re the one brought Erod back here to curse our people.” It wasn’t a question.

      I didn’t respond.

      “You don’t fool nobody,” Druce sneered. “You ain’t the first thief that tried to get at that book.”

      “Let us sit,” Erod said abruptly, looking uncomfortably between the two of us.

      Druce didn’t release me from his steel gaze, and while I tried to hold it with equal strength, I eventually crumbled beneath it and looked away.

      Several round tree stumps circled the fire, serving as seating for those of us at the center. The remaining villagers gathered around to listen.

      Druce walked over to his seat, larger and more polished than the others, and addressed his people.

      “This boy says he got a tale to tell,” he growled at the crowd. “Let ‘im tell it.”

      Then he sat. Erod elbowed me in the side and whispered, “Get up. So they can hear you.”

      I stared up at him, and fear must have outlined my face, because his own softened almost immediately. He looked at me with a concern I didn’t expect.

      “You’ll be fine,” he said quietly. “Trust me.”

      And, suddenly, I did. I did trust the man who had saved our lives, though he had had little reason to do so. And remembering that fact sent a current of relief through me strong enough to get me to move. I climbed up on top of my stump and looked out at the crowd.

      “Um, alright,” I started. “My name is Aster. I came here from Earth.” Grumbling swept over the crowd. My stomach seemed lighter than normal, and it danced all around my insides as I talked. I suddenly wished I hadn’t eaten quite so much dinner. “I came here by a link that I found. Since then I have tried to find a way to get back home. But the longer I stay, the more I realize that, unless I help to set things right here, things will only get worse on Earth.

      “Over the past hundred years, Earth has changed from a place like here to a wasteland. First, the weather started to change. Droughts caused half the population to starve. Then, when the rains did come again, they were poisoned. Food couldn’t be grown in the fields like before.

      “When I found out that the same sort of things had happened here, I started on my journey to find Almara. At first I just wanted to get back home. On Earth, we don’t have magic. We don’t have links, and without his help I had no idea how to get back. Well, I did find him, just today, actually, up in that castle.”

      Druce grunted. “He’s mad. Dangerous. I say we get rid of ‘im, take back that castle.” A rumble from the crowd.

      I stared, my train of thought lost.

      “Actually, I was hoping you could tell me what happened to him,” I said when the people quieted.

      “Don’t care!” Druce bellowed. “We took Riverstone when he and his seers,” he sneered the word, “wouldn’t stop their sinful dealings. Ain’t it funny, though, that when we had a thousand men at their gates, they took their magic and ran!” He chortled and several people in the crowd laughed with him. “Maybe they ain’t so powerful after all, eh?” Loud hoots erupted from the villagers at this.

      “A thousand men?” I asked, looking around at the village. There couldn’t be more than fifty people here.

      My question broke his laughter, and he snarled at me again.

      “Once, before the darkness came, we had a thousand,” he said. “But even ten thousand men couldn’t have broken through stone gates full of magic. But they feared us just the same! An’ they fled away from the city, takin’ their evil with ‘em. An’ we broke through and claimed our due.”

      I imagined a thousand, eight-foot-tall men crawling over those thick, stone gates like a swarm of insects. The idea gave me chills.

      “But why? Wouldn’t they help you? Almara has always tried to help the planets in the Fold. He has always tried to set things right.”

      “Help?” he boomed. “We didn’t go there for help, you fool!”

      “But in the stories—”

      “What stories? Those that the evil ones tell their children? I’ve heard these stories, about how we rose up when the sorcerers wouldn’t share their magic with us. They’ve taken our history an’ twisted it up. It’s nothin’ now but a snarl of lies. Our only purpose was to stamp their gifts down into nothingness.” His eyes fell on Erod.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Erod’s shoulders hunch. If he had expected a warm homecoming, it wasn’t meant to be.

      “An’ you call what he does up there ‘right’?” Druce continued. “That fool draws the Corentin to us. Always did, the idiot. He practically begs him to come here, to undo the work our people have done over thousands of years. We’re ready to fight the darkness. But we ain’t stupid enough to provoke ‘im.

      Provoke him?

      My stomach stopped doing flips and I faced Druce head-on.

      “You think he is calling to the Corentin?” I shot, angry now despite my fear. “His own daughter was imprisoned and tortured by the Corentin. And you think he wants to side with him? No. Something happened to him, and I need to find out what. We can’t win this fight without him. We need to find a way…inside.”

      “Your friend up there is the same as the Corentin,” said Druce. “Corrupted. Ruined. The filth. An’ we need to take him outta that tower and stop ‘im.” The crowd around us continued to get more agitated.

      “You’re not listening!” I shouted. “I rescued Almara’s daughter, Jade, from Cadoc of Stonemore. He tried to kill us both, but we were able to fend him off. I took his gold medallion as he beat me to a pulp. I killed him myself. The Corentin is dead.”

      Druce openly gaped at me, and the crowd fell silent.

      “You killed Cadoc?” Erod asked.

      “Yes,” I said, feeling weirdly defensive. “And I would do it again.”

      “I don’t understand,“ Druce stumbled. “How’d you do this?”

      “Jade’s knife,” I said. “It has powers, and I threw it.” I gulped as I remembered the dagger spinning through the air before it hit Cadoc’s chest. “And my weapon hit its mark.”

      Druce looked wildly between me and Erod.

      “Is this true?” he said to Erod.

      “I was not with them when they confronted the madman Cadoc, but I have seen the gold of which he speaks,” Erod said.

      Druce stood up, puffing his chest like a frightened turkey.

      “Show us this treasure that you describe, boy,” he commanded. His eyes had a wild, hungry look.

      I looked doubtfully between him and Erod, but when Erod nodded I dug the chain out from my deep pocket and held up the medallion for the village to see.

      Large eyes stared at the shimmering golden trinket from every direction. Druce took a step towards me, but instantly Erod was on his feet between us.

      Erod was…there is no other way to describe it…glowing. His body pulsed with power from the bottom of his shoes to the topmost strand of hair on his head, the hint of which I had seen at the table just minutes before. A misty blue light wrapped around every part of him like a thin, shimmering blanket.

      The villagers gasped and stepped away from both of us, frightened of the power, but Druce stood his ground.

      “I have a right to see it,” he snarled at Erod. “I’m the Guide of the Solitaries.”

      “No one has a right to anything to do with that medallion but for the boy who holds it,” Erod said, taking a few angry steps towards Druce. Druce backed up, and despite his clear command of the group, his eyes grew wide with fear. Then Erod turned to the crowd. “This boy has shown to me that he is on the path of truth. His desire to level the Fold is entwined with every part of his being. Solitaries, I ask you, tell this boy of the Book.”

      The crowd looked uneasily between Erod’s glowing form and myself, with occasional glances towards their insulted leader. The silence dragged on for what seemed like hours, but only a minute or two passed before it was broken by a loud, clear clap of two hands. The people surrounding the source of the noise parted, and out stepped a man, ordinary but for his size. He took careful steps in our direction and then clapped again.

      Then another clap came from my left. I looked down from my tree stump and saw an aged woman standing with her two hands pressed together as if in prayer.

      Then another clap from the far side of the circle.

      Soon there were ten, twenty villagers clapping all around us until the sound became confused and out of sync, like the applause of a crowd.

      Druce’s gaze fell to the ground, and he stepped back from Erod and I, outnumbered and denied by his people. He then raised his face up to the sky. The clapping halted at once.

      His people had spoken. And now he had no choice; he would tell the story.

      “Aster Wood, hear me. The story I tell you ain’t none but those you see here have ever heard,” he said to the sky. “We’ve protected the secrets of our ancestors for seven thousand years. Tonight that secret becomes yours. May your shoulders be strong enough to bear the weight of it.”

      His eyes, hard and full of his commanding, fell and met my own.

      “Jared the Father,” he said.

      “Jared the Father,” the villagers repeated.

      “Jared held knowledge that none could’ve glimpsed or guessed at. He was the first of the Charmers. You know, boy, of the lack of gold in the Triaden?”

      I nodded and grasped the chain tighter in my fingers.

      “Jared knew it. In the tiny fortune of gold he had once, he saw the power that could be drawn from it. He used it for good, travelin’ the planets, helpin’ the people, keepin’ harmony in the Triaden.

      “But he was foolish.” The crowd murmured unhappily. “Yes, I call him foolish, not because he was a fool, but because he allowed foolish thoughts to invade his mind. He believed he could change things for the better in the Fold, but the method that he chose to do so was more powerful, wilder, than he ever realized. He was foolish because he leapt so blindly without first understanding why.

      “Have you, Aster Wood, ever taken a leap without understandin’ the consequences?” He stared at me, waiting.

      “Yes,” I said. “I have. But where I come from that’s called a leap of faith. It’s not a bad thing.”

      “Maybe,” Druce said. “But maybe your leaps of faith ain’t so great as to hold the power to destroy huge swaths of the universe.” He glared at me condescendingly.

      I didn’t move or speak.

      “Yes,” he said. “Jared had come to the end of his power. He searched and searched, and eventually he was led to the Fire Mountains. Legend told of a cache of gold buried deep in the rock. Thinkin’ it was a mine, like silver or marble might be able to be picked from the stone, he traveled to the place. What he found there was no mine, but a chamber of light. He later told that had he not covered his face with every cloth he wore that he would’ve been blinded, and when he returned his skin was covered in blisterin’ burns.

      “But he continued, and in the center of the chamber he found it. Gold. Restin’ in the air, a piece maybe the size of that trinket you hold, twirled around. Usin’ his magic, he wrested it from its orbit an’ brought it back with ‘im to this very place.

      “At first the people were happy with his discovery, an’ he immediately began usin’ it to heal, to travel, an’ to share his knowledge. Over time, he discovered other chambers, other gold. Over time, his treasure, an’ his powers, grew.

      “But soon the trouble started. The Fold had been thrown out of alignment from the theft of those small pieces of gold. It was already too late for Jared. The gold had been split, an’ it had spread far and wide across the planets. Had he tried to find it, he would have died tryin’. It would’ve taken millennia to get all the pieces back.

      “Jared knew he needed to level the Fold, to balance it again as it had been before he’d taken the gold. He made a plan to find the gold he needed, and at the same time wrote a guide for ‘imself, tried to remember every place he’d been, every piece he’d taken. He wrote the Book of Levelin’.  What he didn’t know was if he’d left well enough alone, there’s a chance the planets would’ve realigned on their own.”

      “But he didn’t leave well enough alone. Instead, he made the mistake of men, and sought to find more gold from the cosmos, to bring it home to Aria and attempt the Leveling. He sought Earth.”

      I sucked in my breath, unable to stop myself. Druce looked at me knowingly.

      “You see,” he went on, “Earth is made primarily of gold. The core of that planet, your planet, spins wildly with the stuff, spittin’ it out into the rocks an’ seas when the weight of it becomes too great.

      “The spell to summon the elements was one Jared knew well. But now he had to summon somethin’ no one would believe. If he’d told ‘em, they would’ve called him a lunatic. So he didn’t tell, an’ one bright night on the top of our very own Mount Neri, Jared stood and took the last of his precious gold, playin’ with the stars as if they were marbles in a child’s game. He pulled the fabric of the universe where the Earth lay so tightly towards us that the effort of the thing killed him. His body lies now, up on that mountain, waitin’ for someone to come and undo the harm he brought to our lands.

      “An’ then, of course, the real trouble began. You speak of droughts on your planet, an’ droughts we also endured, but they were not so simple. The fiber of the worlds we live in had been changed, forever yearnin’ now for the gold of Earth, drawin’ it ever nearer. An’ with every day that passes, with every mile closer the Earth travels, the desire in the lands, in the winds, for its nearness grows. Soon, it’ll be so close that the sorcerers who remain, an’ the Corentin, will be able to exploit its magic, to exploit the imbalance in the Fold, an’ to control every movement of every being that inhabits it.”

      He fell silent and stared at me, both anger and sadness in his eyes. I was stuck to my post like a statue, unable to move or think clearly. His story was of the end of worlds. My world included.

      “The book stayed, for a time, in his caverns,” he went on. “The Solitaries, descended from Jared, didn’t know about the hidin’ spot until millennia after Jared died. It took the first thief, Zaromir, to attempt to breach the great room before we realized. Once Zaromir was defeated, the Solitaries took the book from this place, hidin’ it far from here, so that no one could use the knowledge inside it to make things worse.

      “We,” he gestured around at the villagers, “are the last of the descendants of Jared. We been ridiculed for as long as any can remember, mocked for our understandin’ of what is to come; what we know can only be the end of all. When Earth arrives, we’ll all perish. We prepare here in our mountains, driven from Riverstone by the madman you call your friend, an’ wait for the Corentin to come for ‘im. The Corentin can feel all power, an’ he cannot allow others to hold power such as his own. The Corentin, he draws Earth ever closer, privy to Jared’s secret not because of his knowledge of it, but because he has witnessed the power Earth’s nearness produces. He uses the imbalance of the Fold, warps it, twists it around an’ kills the lands with it, drives the people mad with it, an’ laughs as the planets around him shrivel an’ rot while he grows and thrives. Here we wait for his arrival, trapped next to the maniac in the tower while the Corentin is drawn to him like a magnet. An’ maybe,” he glanced at Erod, “he is drawn to this very place now as well. Our only safety for these thousands of years has been our removal of power from our people.”

      Erod shifted uncomfortably.

      “But I already killed the Corentin,” I argued, clinging to one clear thought. “I told you, Cadoc was the Corentin.”

      Erod spoke before Druce could.

      “The Corentin is not one man,” he said. “The Corentin has long extended his tendrils of power to affect all men, though there are a handful he keeps closer than the rest. This Cadoc, he was but one of the pillars of strength in the Corentin’s arsenal. He overtakes them, you see, takes their minds and drives their actions. He sees through their eyes, hears their every thought, fills them with a horror we can barely contemplate. It is a hell beyond any we could imagine.”

      “The Corentin possesses people?” I whispered.

      “Yes,” Druce said. “Even you can’t escape his reach. I wonder, how far into your own soul has he extended his barbs?”

      I put my hands over my chest reflexively, and a shiver ran down my spine.

      All at once, the scattered puzzle pieces of my world seemed to arrange themselves into an order I never could have expected. Cadoc, an arm of the Corentin, bent on sucking the hope from the spirits of everyone he came in contact with. The brothers Cadoc has spoken of, the other pillars of the Corentin’s base of power. Almara, twitchy as a cornered animal, defending himself violently against foes only he could see.

      And, maybe, my father, long since driven mad by the voices only he could hear.

      But that was too wild, too unlikely, too much to hope that the insanity my father wrestled with was anything but his own doing.

      “Why won’t he take the pills?” I had sobbed to my mother eight years earlier.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said through thick tears. “I’m so sorry I can’t make him.” The side of her face was swollen; a welt had risen from the place on her cheek where he had struck her.

      “Doesn’t he love us?” I asked. My fear at hearing the answer pushed down on my chest like the weight of a thousand hands, suffocating me.

      “Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, he loves us, but—Aster?”

      The tightening in my chest was increasing, and I stiffened at the effort to breathe. I tried to talk, but no sound came.

      “Aster? What’s wrong, baby?” She was alarmed. In an instant she was at the door to the bedroom. “Jack!” she screamed. “Jack! Call an ambulance!”

      I slumped down onto the bed, torn between the panic I felt and the fear of my father. Would he hear her? Would he come to help? I didn’t want him to. I didn’t want him anywhere near me after what I had just seen.

      “Jack!” she yelled again, but no answer came. Then, her voice from the other room, “Yes, my son can’t breathe. Send an ambulance. His lips are blue! What do I do? What do—”

      “How is it that a boy,” Druce’s voice tore me from the scene in my memory, “from, of all places, Earth can keep his heart pure against such power? Maybe you’re here to fool us all. You’ve worked your words on our Erod here.”

      I felt dizzy. For a moment I thought I would fall from the tree stump, but somehow I managed to keep my footing. My mind raced as I tried to understand.

      “I—I don’t know,” I said, dazed.

      “You do not know,” he sneered. “You have your story,” he said, straightening up and squinting at me. “You’ve heard what no one else across the ages has heard. So tell us now, Aster Wood. What say you?”

      I stood, trying to blink away my confusion. Erod stood close by, still pulsing with blue flashes. What could I do now? What remained? Was it possible, what this ogre of a man was telling me? Was it possible to “level” the Fold?

      “Where is it?” I finally asked.

      Druce laughed, a furious, mean sound. “I’ve told you the story of Jared, an’ all you can think to say in response is, ‘Where is it?’”

      His laughter continued for a moment, but when his people didn’t follow his lead, he stopped abruptly.

      “The book,” I choked. “Where is it now?”

      “I ain’t telling’ no stranger the location of the book,” he said. “You ain’t got no right to it, or the means to use it, even if you were able to breach the gates into its tomb.”

      The crowd grumbled, in my defense or his I couldn’t tell.

      Erod stepped towards Druce.

      “This boy is the only one, over seven thousand years, who has had the right or the means to use it. He alone has taken life from the one who destroys all life. Will you sit on its location and watch the Great Evil continue to spread over our lands, spread to the planets beyond the Triaden, until we have all fallen hopelessly to its power?”

      Druce’s gaze drifted to the fire.

      Erod continued, addressing the crowd now.

      “Will you, my Solitaries, follow this lead to your graves and the graves of all? For you know as well as I that if the Fold is not leveled that we will all soon perish. And those who do not perish will be forced to serve those who benefit from the imbalance. But you deny the boy with the power to do it. Why?”

      Druce mumbled for a moment, so quiet that I couldn’t hear him. Erod continued.

      “Ah!” he said. “As I suspected! You are fearful of further thievery? You think that this boy intends to exploit the power as well.”

      Druce found his voice and stood up tall.

      “Traitors before now have come before us with the slightness of this boy. They’ve seemed unthreatening, truthful. But have we given in to them before now? No. The boy carries gold, you say, but who’s to say that it’s true gold? Who’s to say he—”

      “Enough!” Erod growled through the still night. He stomped his foot to the ground, and from it a dome of blue power radiated out. Several people stumbled to the ground. The light traveled through the village and up the sides of the mountains that surrounded it, finally dissipating into a mist of sparkling crystals.

      My mouth hung stupidly open. I had seen such a thing once before, months ago on a desolate, snowy planet. It had been a powerful defense put forth by the wolf who protected me from a pack of snarling monsters. Jade had told me that the wolf had been a member of the White Guard. She said that to see one, much less be aided by one, was exceedingly rare.

      Erod?

      “I will show you its truth,” Erod said. He thrust his hands towards me, and I felt the gold chain sliding from my fingertips and into his palm. I grasped for it, falling from the trunk as I did so and nearly tumbling into the fire. But the chain was already hovering over the topmost flame, and it spun around and around above the heat, right where Erod had tossed it into the blaze. His fingers pulsed as his power held it in place, until suddenly the medallion exploded with light. Everyone fell to the ground, covering their eyes from the glare. Muffled noises made it to my ears, and I realized that a fight was taking place next to me, though I was blind to see between whom. A deep yelp came from the scuffle, and the sound stopped.

      Strong hands rested on my shoulders and pulled me up from the ground. Erod, though I couldn’t see him, was holding me aloft, whispering hoarsely into my ear.

      “I have taken it from him. Your key. My patience with this is at an end. Take it and go. You must run, Aster. Run back to the castle, save your people if you can. Then follow this to the book.” He placed something hard and heavy in one of my hands that he pried away from my eyes. My eyes watered with the pain of the brightness being let through by only one hand. “It lies deep in the Fire Mountains, though without this, entry to the mountain is impossible. I will move you now, point you in the right direction. When I give the command, you must run. Do you understand? They will be immediately upon you. Do not forget the speed of my people. You will have little time.”

      I nodded, squinting hard.

      “What about you?” I said. “They’ll attack you. They’ll—”

      “He was not to be convinced. I gave the fool the chance, but I see no other way. Do not worry for me. I will prepare them for the battle to come,” he said. “Stay here a moment. When the light goes out, and you feel the chain in your hand, run.”

      His hands released my shoulders. I held the object in my left and kept my right hand over my eyes. Despite his assurances, my whole body rattled with worry over Erod. What would they do to him after such a betrayal?

      Then, everything went black, my hand was wrested from my eyes, and the chain was dropped into it.

      “Go now!” Erod shouted into my ear.

      I didn’t need telling twice. With my eyes completely blind to the night, I ran.
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      In moments I had made it to the top of the closest hill. I turned back just long enough to see the chaos I had left behind. Erod, glowing brightly with his strange power, was fighting off Druce, who had taken his ax and was trying to butcher him with it. Few seemed to realize that I was gone, and only those on the outskirts of the group were looking around, trying to see which direction I had headed. I turned and ran over the precipice, barreling down the other side towards Riverstone.

      What had I just agreed to?

      The day-long trek took me maybe twenty minutes. I was banking on the hope that the other villagers couldn’t run like Erod could. But I couldn’t take too many chances. I had maybe an hour to spare comfortably. I had to move.

      But as my feet flew over the dark, rocky fields, panic filled me for a different reason.

      I had gone to Erod’s village to get answers about why Almara had gone mad. But instead of answers, I had been given a task. An impossible task that not even talented wizards had been able to complete. Almara’s task. To level the Fold.

      The tall stone gates hovered over me in the moonlight as I sped towards the city. Everything was quiet. Jade and Almara, if they were still here, weren’t making their presence known.

      I stopped, looking behind me. Occasional blue flashes burst up from behind the mountains that surrounded the Solitary village. The battle between Erod and his people still raged. But some had broken away. Barely visible at such a distance, like a cloud of tiny fireflies falling from the sky, the faint flickering of torches streamed down the steep hillsides on the outskirts of the village.

      They were coming.

      My stomach dropped. Their speed, while not so fast as Erod, meant that we didn’t have much time, not even the hour I had hoped for. I bolted, careening towards the castle at top speed.

      When I burst through the entry, I didn’t dare shout out for them. The last thing I needed was for Almara to launch a Torrensai now, when I, we, were being pursued by a horde of angry villagers.

      “Jade?” I hissed into the open, empty space. “Jade? Are you here?”

      There was no answer. I bolted up the staircase and into the room where I had last seen her.

      “Jade?”

      Empty.

      I crept down the dark hallway, carefully pushing open door after door, whispering to her.

      Finally, in the grand mosaic room, I found her. She stood still as a statue, looking out the empty window frame at the sea below.

      “Jade!” I said, relief flooding through me.

      She turned her head at the sound, and then looked back out the window.

      “Where’ve you been?” she asked cooly. She sounded mad.

      “Jade, I’m sorry I had to go. But you were exhausted, and I had to take the opportunity.”

      She turned and glared at me, her arms folded over her chest.

      “And was it worth it?” she asked. “To rain evil down on our heads in exchange for a meal at the enemy’s house?”

      “They’re not our enemies,” I said, already frustrated. “Not exactly.”

      Her eyes narrowed angrily.

      “Listen,” I said. “This Corentin. It’s not what we thought. Jade, Cadoc wasn’t the Corentin. Or at least, not the only one. Do you remember what he said? About his brothers? The Corentin is still after us. We have to get out of here.”

      “What?” she asked, taking a step backward.

      “Erod gave me this,” I said, holding out what I now saw was a stone. I hadn’t even stopped since the Solitaries to examine Erod’s gift. Now, as we both looked down at it, I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see Almara’s symbol…no, Jared’s symbol, glowing up at me from deep grooves carved into the face.

      “What is that?” she asked, alarmed. “What happened?”

      “We have to move,” I said. “Where is Almara?”

      “But—wait—what is it?” she asked again, entranced. “It looks so familiar.” The light from the stone reflected up into her face, casting ribbons of gold across her skin.

      “Erod took it from the village leader. I think it might be a link. It’s supposed to lead us to some book. They’ll be coming for it soon. Look, it’s sort of a long story. Can we get moving and I’ll tell you on the way?”

      She tore her eyes away from the symbol and looked up at me, confused.

      “He stole it?”

      “Yes,” I said, starting to get frustrated. “He said it belongs to me anyways. I don’t know what he was talking about, but his whole village is on the move, and they’re coming here to get this back.”

      “But this isn’t yours. This belongs to my house, to my father’s house. It has his symbol. What did he mean?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I snarled. “We are related, after all, so it’s my house, too, if you think about it.” I took her arm and started dragging her towards the door. “And I also found something out: it’s not Almara’s symbol. This symbol originated from someone else, someone named Jared.”

      “But,” she slipped her arm from beneath my grasp and stopped moving, “if this symbol isn’t the symbol of my father, then why didn’t he ever tell me?”

      I spun around, my patience evaporating.

      “Jade, you were a little kid the last time you saw your dad. Do you think he was eager to tell you every terrifying detail of what he knew? He didn’t know you would be separated, so why would he think to tell you about the symbol? All I know is that the Solitaries are coming now. We have to go. Now come on.” I stepped behind her and pushed her with both hands through the open doorway.

      She didn’t argue further as we raced down the hallway to Almara’s study. Sure enough, the old man was awake and batty as ever. I didn’t waste a moment.

      “Father!” I shouted down the corridor. I was guessing that, chances were, he hadn’t made a miraculous recovery in my absence. He would still think I was Brendan.

      He looked around from where he was standing, apparently talking in deep thought to a patch of wall in need of his council.

      “Brendan?” he squinted in our direction in the dim light.

      “We have to go,” I said, crossing the room to him.

      “Is that you? My boy! Did you find it? Did you—”

      “Yes, I found it,” I lied quickly. “But now we have to go. We’re in danger here. We must jump away from here, and quickly. Do you need any of your things?” I looked around the disheveled room, not sure what was junk and what was useful. If being in the Triaden had taught me one thing, it was that sometimes extraordinary items looked anything but.

      “Jump?” he asked, looking confused. Then his eyes fell onto the stone in my hand. “Ah! I see you have found the Kinstone! It has been many years since I’ve seen it!”

      “What, this?” I asked, looking down at the rock. “What’s a Kinstone?”

      He looked confused.

      “I think too much time on Earth has played with your mind, my boy,” he said. “Give it here.” Before I could stop him, he snatched the stone from my hand and held it up above his head.

      In the split second between the rock leaving my hand, and Almara’s mouth opening to give the command, I realized his intentions.

      “Jade!” I screamed. “Now!” I reached out both hands, one to Jade, one to Almara, and we barely held on as he spoke the word and pulled us behind him into a jump.

      As the fabric of space circled our rocketing forms, I realized three things in quick succession. First, Almara and Jade both had recognized the stone. Second, Almara knew how to use it. And third, I had to get it back from him. This man who had been talking earnestly to a wall a moment ago was not the best one for us to be following into interstellar jumps.

      We landed on soft sand in the stark light of day. Almara leapt away from us before I could grasp his robes.

      “Jade!” I shouted as I scrambled after him. “Stay with me!” I held out my hand to her and she didn’t argue. Together we ran.

      In a split second his hands were above his head again, his mouth forming the word I couldn’t hear him command. I grabbed him.

      We spun. This wasn’t going to work. If he kept jumping, we would lose him for sure, and then where would we be?

      I readied myself for the landing, and this time when it came I tackled Almara to the ground. Morning light trickled through trees as I pressed the tiny man into damp forest earth. I held both of his hands down, squeezing the one that held the stone.

      “You must release it,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Give me the stone. You are not well.”

      He spit out a mouthful of twigs and leaves.

      “What could you possibly do with the Kinstone?” he asked. “It won’t work for you. You are confused!”

      “No, I’m not. Please let it go and give me a chance to explain.” I felt his hand loosen its grip ever so slightly, and I took the opportunity. I released both of his hands and grasped the stone. When I had it, I stuffed it deep into the side pocket of my pants. Slowly, I released Almara up from the bed of leaves, not sure if he would attack me.

      Luck was on my side. He hadn’t yet forgotten again who I was, or who he thought I was. He sat on the ground and looked up at me.

      “Please trust me,” I said. “There is something wrong with the stone.” It was a lie. I didn’t know anything at all about the stone. All I knew is that if I let it fall back into his hands, we’d lose him again, probably forever.

      “Something wrong?” he asked. “But how can it be? There cannot be anything wrong with the Kinstone.

      “In blood and fire the stars await

      To lead us—”

      “Beyond Jared’s gates,” Jade finished.

      We both turned to look at her. She stood over the two of us, her green eyes wide with recognition and amazement.

      “What?” I said.

      She looked dazed.

      “I remember it now,” she said. “The stone was kept in the castle when I was a young child. In the mosaic room.”

      “What wickedness is this?” Almara spat, his long, bony finger pointing up at Jade. “How do you know such things?”

      She looked down at him, forcibly reminded that he still didn’t recognize her, and then turned, taking several steps away from us.

      I stood up and followed.

      “What is it?” I asked quietly, so Almara couldn’t hear me.

      “It’s a link,” she said, staring blankly into the trees. “It’s a link that only works for the head of the family. For us, that’s him. He’s the only one who can command it.”

      “But, if this is your family’s stone, why did the Solitaries have it?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Perhaps they stole it when they drove us from Riverstone the first time.”

      But that didn’t sit right with me. The Solitaries had clearly thought the stone belonged to them. Hadn’t they told me that it had been passed down from Jared over thousands of years, and that they were Jared’s descendants?

      I turned back to Almara.

      “Father,” I said softly. But I had waited too long.

      “Brendan, is that you?” he began.

      Ugh.

      I knelt down beside him, and he embraced me before I could speak. Over his shoulder I saw Jade’s eyes flash angrily as her father clung to me.

      “I need you to focus, to answer a question,” I said, pulling away uncomfortably.

      He looked at me with eyes of a young child, obedient and frightened.

      “Where did the Kinstone come from?”

      “The Kinstone?” he said. “Why, from my father, of course.”

      “And where did he get it?” I said.

      “He took it, his birthright,” he said. “When he came down from the mountains, he brought it with him.”

      “The mountains? What mountains?”

      “Mount Neri,” he said.

      “So he stole it?” I asked.

      “Of course not! How can you steal your own birthright? The lines were drawn as clear as day all the way back to the first of us. He took it, yes, but he took what had belonged to his father, and his father before him. It has always been this way. When one of our kind leaves this life, the next takes up the Kinstone.”

      I sat back in the leaves, understanding now what I hadn’t before. I wasn’t just descended from Almara, but the entire Wood family was descended from Jared, himself.

      Just like the Solitaries.

      I had wondered how the entire village had not been born with the gift of magic, all being descended from Jared. But not all of them were free of the gift; Erod clearly had it. When Almara’s father had fled the village, as Erod had done, he must have brought the stone with him. That’s why they believed the stone belonged to them, despite its lineage through the Wood family.

      And Almara, this insane old man, was the only one who could use it.

      Finally, I spoke again.

      “Ok,” I said to the both of them. “The plan is that we head for the Fire Mountains. That’s where the book is supposed to be, so that’s where we need to go.”

      Almara’s eyes widened.

      “Book?” Jade asked.

      Almara turned away. He spoke in a low, harsh whisper. “The Book of Leveling lies deep in the fire. Alas, it has never been found since it was hidden there so many ages ago.”

      His hands were gripped over his chest as he began to pace, his fingers working madly in his nervousness, and I realized he was shaking.

      “A journey to the Fire Mountains is not to be embarked upon lightly. They are beautiful from afar, but there is evil there, inside and out. In the Fire Mountains, the Corentin rules. Invisibly. Savagely.”

      He cut a path through the fallen forest leaves with his dragging feet.

      “We tried to get there,” he mumbled. “But we couldn’t find the way. And then they fell. One by one they fell.” He stopped and put his head in his hands, overcome.

      “We have the way now,” I said gently, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Just tell us how.”

      “You do not understand,” he said, looking up at me. “We stand to lose more than just our lives by entering that place.”

      I ignored his warning. I was too full, still, of the adrenaline from my flight to really consider his words. Erod had renounced his own people for me and this cause, might even be dead by now, and I wasn’t about to push his sacrifice aside.

      “It all comes down to this,” I said. “Your life’s work. You know we have to go.”

      I turned to Jade, who stood frozen, watching our exchange. I nodded towards Almara, and she understood. She might not have agreed with me all the time, but months of traveling together, facing down monsters side by side, meant that some of her trust in me still held fast. She walked up behind him and rested a hand on his shoulder.

      “Maybe,” she said quietly. “Maybe if you think of Mother, of Morna, then maybe you will discover how.”

      “Morna? How do you know of this, girl?”

      “How will that help?” I whispered to Jade.

      She shrugged. “He always told me that were it not for Mother he would have always chosen the wrong path. That she was the reason he chose the right one.”

      “Listen to me,” I said. “I’m going to give you the Kinstone, but you have to control yourself. You have to think of Morna and try to take us to the Fire Mountains. If you can do that, we can get to the book and fix everything. Do you understand?”

      His eyes were unfocused.

      “Morna.” Then he looked up at me and nodded.

      I pulled the Kinstone from my pocket and handed it to him, gripping his arm with one hand and Jade’s with another. He raised it above his head and shouted “Herrash!” into the misty forest.

      We landed in a meadow, surrounded by rolling green hills. I quickly snatched the stone from Almara and looked around.

      There wasn’t a mountain in sight.

      “I don’t think this is it,” I said. “Can you try again?”

      He took the stone.

      “Remember, Fire Mountains,” I said.

      He raised the stone.

      Flat, snow covered prairie.

      He raised the stone again.

      “Morna” I whispered.

      A rocky beach.

      “Argh!” Almara shouted. He stomped away from us, and I snatched the stone from his waving hands before he had a chance to use it again. He walked around in circles, muttering angrily.

      I found a boulder and sat down, trying to figure out what to do.

      Jade stood, arms crossed, and looked at her father.

      “What are we going to do now?” she asked, glaring at him. “He cannot get us there.”

      “No,” I said.

      All the pieces of the puzzle sitting right in front of us like a feast in front of a starving man, but we couldn’t get there. An idea tickled the edge of my brain, and without realizing what I was doing, I found my fingers moving around in the pocket underneath my shirt. They grasped an old piece of parchment, and I pulled it out, unfolding it and studying the ornately scripted instructions. Kiron’s instructions.

      “It’s time for us to learn to make a link,” I said, my fingers tracing over the strange writing.

      “But how?” Jade asked. “We don’t know anything about making links.”

      “We don’t,” I said, “but he does.” I stood up and approached Almara, trying not to frighten him in the middle of his frenzy. “We will need to make a link.”

      He stopped pacing.

      “Of course, you would think that,” he said, smirking. “But we have not the tools we need.” His hands gripped the hair on the sides of his head as if he meant to rip it from his scalp. I placed my own on his wrists and stared him in the face.

      “What do we need?” I asked calmly.

      “Gold, for one thing,” he said.

      “Gold, we have.”

      He blew a snort through his lips, clearly not believing me.

      “What else do we need?” I asked. “Just humor me, please.”

      He fell to the pebbly beach, squeezing his head. Now it appeared he wanted to crush his skull.

      “We have no frame,” he said, forlorn. Then he looked up, frightened and waiting for my reaction.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was lost,” he moaned. “The brothers took the frame that our quest carried. They stole it and use it this very moment to wreak havoc on all of the lands. Without the frame, we are lost.”

      I looked at Jade, confused. But she didn’t understand any better than I did.

      “What is a frame?” I asked.

      He froze, not understanding.

      “Brendan,” he said, “how can you of all people ask me such a question? You, who are so talented with plotting. Are you ill?” His hand reached out and touched my head, searching for an unseen hurt.

      “No,” I said, trying to think fast. “No, I’m not ill. But my friend here, well, you know, she doesn’t know about all this stuff. And you’re so much better at explaining it than I am. Maybe you could teach her.”

      He paused, pondering each word that I spoke. And then, suddenly, he was on his feet, addressing us both like a professor in a college auditorium. It was alarming, the swiftness of the change in his demeanor.

      “To make a link one needs four things,” he prattled. “First, one needs gold. Gold is the power that fuels the link. Second, one needs dustfire. Dustfire is the basis for the creation of the connection between worlds, as dustfire is universal on all worlds where humans can walk. Third, one needs to know the incantation by heart, so much so that no distraction imaginable could permeate its recitation. It must be spoken three times, again and again, so that the power from within the man can be drawn out and transferred to the link. Fourth, and last, one needs a frame.”

      “And what is a frame?” I asked, as if it were purely for the benefit of Jade’s learning.

      Almara’s eyes twinkled at me as though we shared a secret, and he turned to her.

      “A frame is a map,” he said to Jade slowly, as if talking to someone a bit dumb. “It is a map of all the cosmos in our universe.”

      Jade’s eyes were wide, drinking him in. It was the first time he had spoken directly to her without insult.

      “The seer focuses on the point in space on the other end of the link, and gives the incantation simultaneously. The two actions are entwined as the musician’s hand and voice are entwined. They each operate differently, but are irrevocably connected, one unable to function without the other. It is a great art.” He stood now with hands on his hips and appeared quite satisfied with his description.

      “But, what is a frame?” I asked again. “Is it on paper? Is it on stone?”

      Almara laughed.

      “It is not on anything, as you well know,” he nodded towards me. “It is within. The frame that I had, the one that was stolen from me, was contained within a small piece of diamond.” He bent and sifted through the pebbles at his feet, choosing one that suited his story. “It was about this size,” he said, holding up the walnut sized rock. “Frames are so rare. In my lifetime I have known of only three, and seen only one. They are placed within objects of desire, the makers unable to help but connect the immensely valuable frame with artifacts of similar value. They are inscribed with the six pointed star.” His finger traced the outline of an invisible star onto the face of the rock.

      I froze, staring at Almara with my jaw wide. Then, looking at Jade, I saw that she had the exact same thought.

      The medallion.
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      Almara was bouncing up and down like a kid on Christmas Eve. It had been many long years since he had created a link.

      But his enthusiasm concerned me. He had been excited about the Kinstone as well, and that had not turned out at all as planned. Not to mention the uncontrollable tic he seemed to have of releasing Torrensai whenever he felt in the least threatened.

      On the balance, I couldn’t decide if it was good to have him with us or if we were worse off for it. In any case, he had remained as focused as we had yet seen him and hadn’t forgotten me again. Though he still thought I was Brendan, maybe if we allowed him to help us with the link, he might come back to himself more. Maybe he would even recognize Jade.

      She sat alone nearby, looking crumpled. I walked over to her and crouched down, putting my arm around her shoulder.

      “It’s going to be alright,” I said. “We’ll get him to come back to himself. It’s just going to take some time.”

      Her eyes moved to Almara as he knelt beside a small pile of driftwood.

      “What do I do?” she asked, her voice small and injured. It was a question for a parent, not for me.

      I looked over at Almara, who was holding both hands out over the pile of wood as if it were already alight and warming them.

      “Maybe try talking to him,” I suggested. “It can’t hurt. And maybe he’ll get used to you. Start to remember. He was pretty excited to teach you—us—about links. Just keep asking questions. He’ll come around.”

      She stared at me, concern and doubt in her wide eyes, and then back at him. He was a stranger to her.

      “Come on,” I said. “Nothing’s going to change with you just sitting here.”

      I stood up and offered her my hand. She took it and I hauled her tiny frame to standing.

      “Just pretend you’ve never met him before. Give him a chance to get used to you.”

      I nudged her towards him. She stumbled over and then knelt down next to him.

      “Hello,” she said quietly. She looked back at me and I nodded encouragingly. “What are you doing?”

      For a moment he ignored her. But she persisted, not leaving his side. Eventually he looked up at her, distrust in his sharp gaze.

      “What do you care, girl?” he snapped. His mood had shifted again, and his teacher-like patience had vanished entirely. “Leave it to Brendan to bring back a girlfriend from Earth.” He snorted, his hands continuing to dance over the flames only he could see.

      “She’s my friend,” I said. And then, more formally, “And Jade of Borna is worth your respect, whether you know it or not.”

      He didn’t react to her name at all, and instead glared in my direction.

      “And what has she done?” he asked. “She is nothing but a child. She is no seer. She knows not our ways.” He looked at Jade again, studying her face and hair. His mouth opened to speak, but this time no words came out. For a brief moment he seemed to lose his train of thought. His eyes connected solidly with hers for what seemed the first time since we had found him. They widened slightly, almost in recognition. The two held each other with their gaze, locked together. Then, he visibly shook himself, unable to maintain the level of concentration needed to recognize his own daughter’s face, or even her name.

      Jade looked up at me, surprised. I nodded again.

      “What do we do first, Fath— I mean, Almara, sir?” she asked.

      “We have much to do,” he said, focusing his attention back on the pile of wood. “We must practice the incantation, pull the dustfire, plot the jump, and, finally, fuse the gold when we are ready. We must choose, also, the vehicle.”

      “The vehicle?” she asked.

      Almara sighed impatiently.

      “Yes, child, the vehicle to hold the link. First, the incantation.”

      I produced Kiron’s instructions, but before I could begin to read, Almara was already chanting. Years of practice had burned the words into his memory.

      

      “In fire and gold

      The fortune sold

      In dust and frame

      To worlds untamed

      

      Through dark and light

      And endless night

      We fly as one

      Our wings alight

      

      Lock path and line

      Heavens align

      Until our feet

      The soil they greet

      

      On parallel

      With gods and spell

      Time beats the core’s

      Celestial roar”

      

      We followed his lead, and for several minutes the three of us said the words over and over. After what must have been twenty times, Almara finally stopped us.

      “Good, good,” he said. “Good enough for now. We’ll practice again before we link. Next, the vehicle.”

      I looked at Jade, shrugging my shoulders slightly.

      “What’s the best thing to use?” I asked Almara.

      “Brendan, your shocking lack of information is—”

      "Will this work?" Jade had pulled out the golf ball sized ruby from her small satchel, the one she had discovered in the cave where we had faced Cadoc.

      Almara's eyes widened hungrily at the sight of the precious rock.

      "Why, yes of course, dear," he said, his tone suddenly sweet. "But, wherever did you discover such a prize?"

      "You—” she began, but stopped herself before continuing. Almara, himself, had left it for her. She thought for a moment and then composed herself. "I was led to an abandoned dragon's lair, and there I wrested it from an enchantment."

      Almara's eyes moved from the ruby to Jade's face, and he seemed to look at her with a new sort of respect.

      "A dragon's lair?" he said. "My girl, that was foolish of you to attempt. And yet the spoils were clearly worth the peril.“ his fingers carefully stretched out to take the deep crimson gem. Jade shot me a glance, but I couldn't imagine what he could do with it that would jeopardize our plans. I nodded.

      She dropped the ruby into his outstretched fingers.

      "Ahh," he breathed, testing the weight of the gemstone. "You must be of magical heritage, to be able to discover such a treasure."

      "I am, in fact," she said.

      He held the ruby up to his eye, examining the clarity of the stone. I stifled a laugh. He looked like a mad scientist peering through a thick eyepiece, his eye magnified to triple its size by the clear red crystal.

      "Yes, this will more than suffice," he finally pronounced. He handed the ruby back to Jade. "Now, the most difficult step of this process is upon us. But I daresay you will have little trouble with it if your frame is so precious as I suppose." He looked at me pointedly, and with a start I remembered that Brendan had been the member of the Wood family who had been deemed the most talented at plotting links.

      "Um,“ I said. "I'm not sure I'm the right one to be plotting the link. You know, for the sake of teaching.” I inclined my head towards Jade. “Perhaps you can, you know, get us started?"

      Almara sighed.

      "Of course," he said. "I will teach the pretty girl so that you can concentrate on other things." He winked at me.

      "No, no," I spluttered. "It's not what you think. I don't like her." And I wrinkled my nose in distaste. Jade put her hands on her hips and an angry snort came from her direction. "Not that you're not, you know, nice looking, but—”

      "Yes, I understand," Almara said, waving his hand dismissively. "Anyways, girl, come over here." He pulled out the medallion I had shown him twenty minutes before and rested it in the palm of his hand. For a moment we were all silent, and but for the gentle lapping of the waves on the rocky shore behind us, nothing made a sound.

      Then, Almara did something quite strange. He leaned over his hand, bringing his mouth less than an inch from the medallion, and gently blew on it. As if a candle blowing out, but in reverse, the medallion came to life. Tiny blue sparks spit out from the little golden circle, like gnats circling around a bulb on a hot summer night. They flew around and around, multiplying by the second, growing and growing, until finally he released the medallion into the air, where it hung, suspended by its own power.

      The blue lights approached and then moved past all three of us, blooming outward, upward, all around in every direction. In moments we were enveloped inside a miniature floating sea of the universe.

      Somewhere deep inside me, something clicked solidly into place. Desire and understanding mingled together, and I intuitively stretched out my arms towards the twinkling pinpricks of light. Warmth filled my chest, radiating out to my limbs as I took in the sight. Gradually, it shifted to a tingling excitement that seemed to fill every cell of my being. In the way that a bird, never having made the journey before, knows its path of migration, suddenly I knew mine. It felt like home. Only a home I had never known.

      It was a map. But it was no ordinary map. First of all, it was everywhere, surrounding us. Though we could walk from one side of it to the other in a matter of moments. Secondly, it was inexplicably alive. The tiny lights were grouped together into what were, unmistakably, galaxies.

      "Where is Earth?" I asked, inherently understanding that I was looking at our own universe.

      Almara moved to a galaxy on the far side of the frame, using his fingers to first twirl the galaxy, I suppose it was the Milky Way, and then slow it. Carefully, he pointed.

      "In there," he said. "Easier to spot than many, with all that gold swimming around inside it."

      And he was right. The tiny speck of light he pointed to did have a different color than the surrounding lights. It was noticeably brighter and glowed with a slightly orange hue.

      "And we," he said, walking over to the other end of the frame, "are over here. You can see the planet Aria right here." He pointed to a tiny spot that was barely visible against the glow of stars surrounding it.

      “How do you know we’re still on Aria?” I asked.

      “Do you think I could ever forget my own homeland?” he asked, irritated. “Keep up! Did you learn nothing during your long hours of study?”

      I looked back and forth between Aria and Earth, contemplating the distance between the two.

      "Ok," I said. "What's next?"

      Almara smiled, his eyes twinkling with delight, and then he raised both of his arms out as wide as he could and quickly thrust them together, cupping his hands as if catching a fluttering firefly. As he did so, the entirety of the frame collapsed in an instant, leaving nothing but a slim string of lights. Some were brighter than others, and it was these that were the most aligned along the string of planets. Others glowed more dimly, spread out from the central line.

      "What is this?" I asked. But I thought I already knew.

      "It's the Fold, of course."

      Of course. I could see it now. The millions of other lights hadn't disappeared completely; they were still all around us, floating in new orbits, but now they were dim, almost invisible, against the brightness of those along the line. Tiny ripples of twinkling folds stretched out from the line, a gently glowing fabric, now folded and pulled together.

      The planets of the Maylin Fold. And there, at the very end, vibrating violently in its own tiny piece of space, the light that represented Earth. Almara ignored it, focusing his attention to another planet closer in, but I couldn't take my eyes off it.

      Home.

      Jade stood next to Almara, their two heads close together as they inspected the planet we would be targeting: Aeso.

      "You," he said to Jade, "keep your eyes here. Focus your mind on our destination. Let every other thought go. Fire Mountains. Yes?” He pointed to a bright little sprite of a planet. She nodded. Almara strode over to the pile of sticks he had built on the beach. He stood over the wood, placing his hands face up directly above the tallest part of the pile, and closed his eyes. His fingers twitched. A moment later, a thin, blue beam of light peeked through the spaces between the wood.

      “What is that? How did you do that?”

      "What is the matter with you?" he said, cutting me off before I could finish the question. I shrugged my shoulders. I didn't have an answer that he would believe. Until he stopped thinking I was Brendan, I would just have to keep playing along.

      He stared at me suspiciously for a moment, and then walked back to Jade, who had her eyes glued to the tiny blue dot. Beneath the string of lights the medallion hovered, and he carefully removed the chain from the pendant as it hung in midair.

      "Here," he snarled. "Make yourself useful." He tossed the thin chain in my direction and I just barely caught it before it landed on the beach rocks. I stood there like an idiot, wanting to help, but not understanding how. 

      "Now what?" I asked.

      He ignored me and approached the beam of light again, gently placing the ruby in the center until it, too, was balancing in midair.

      "Now," he said, his fingers grasping absently, looking for the chain. I tripped on a rock as I jogged over to the light and nearly crashed into him. I recovered at the last moment and held out the chain. He looked at me expectantly, and then at the ruby. I stretched out my arm and held the thin strip of gold over the blood red stone, releasing it into the light that was shining brighter and brighter now through the wood. The two precious items met in midair, swirling around each other, and then molded together in an instantaneous, blinding flash. 

      He walked over to where Jade was standing.

      "Bring it over," he whispered into her ear.

      "How?" she breathed through her concentration.

      "If that is true magic in your veins, you will know how."

      I squirmed with jealousy, too clumsy to be asked to do her task. But I watched each movement hungrily, wanting to take in every tiny detail of the process.

      She took a step towards the fire, and with her the entire frame moved. Carefully putting one foot in front of the other, never taking her eyes from the light of Aeso, she brought the entire universe of stars over until it hovered over the ruby.

      "Now, lower it slowly,” Almara breathed.

      Jade’s eyes slowly lowered, and the blue orb descended towards the spinning ruby under her hard gaze. It hovered at the top, and then all at once enveloped the stone as if it were a droplet of water covering a grain of sand. Jade stepped back from the scene without being instructed. Some part of her, either in her memory or in her blood, remembered how to do this. I silently vowed that next time it would be me in her place.

      "Sit," Almara commanded us both. I had never seen him so focused.

      We all sat around the light, watching the spinning spectacle as it danced in the beam.

      “In your mind, see the mountain. From your lips, speak the summoning.”

      We chanted.

      

      “In fire and gold

      The fortune sold…”

      

      Three times, memorized an hour before, we chanted. 

      The ruby stopped spinning and hung silently. Then, when the last word fell from our lips, both it and the frame dropped heavily to the rocks beneath the wood. The map of the cosmos disappeared, the tiny lights exploding all at once in million tiny puffs of smoke, and the light from the ground was immediately extinguished. Thick, white smoke billowed up from the pile.

      Almara looked back and forth between us both.

      "Is that it?" I asked stupidly. "Did it work?"

      Jade's eyes held her father's, though whether he recognized her from centuries ago or just ten minutes ago, I couldn't tell.

      "Take it, child," he said softly to her.

      She stood up and bent over the wood, digging out the ruby from beneath the branches.

      When she held up the red stone, the morning sun shined its light through each facet, sending a shower of tiny red pinpricks of light all over the beach. Almara sat back, a wide smile on his withered face.

      Our ticket to the Fire Mountains was now in our hands. Though whether we would survive the journey, I didn’t yet know.
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      We all exhaled deep breaths of relief. I hadn’t realized how tense my body had become, and now my muscles seemed limp and lifeless. I sagged against the rocky shore, but my curiosity soon took hold, overpowering my exhaustion.

      I pulled myself upright and leaned over the remains of our experiment. The wood was still stacked neatly in a pile, but when I poked it with my finger, the pieces crumbled. Carefully reaching my hand into the ashes, I found that the remains were ice cold. When I drew back, frosty smoke poured off my skin, as if my fingers were made of ice.

      Almara ignored me, but Jade leaned over to look. I grabbed a hunk of driftwood sitting next to me and used it to poke around in the ashes, clearing away the charred remains of the sticks. Where the light had burst from the ground, a singed, narrow pit remained.

      “How did you do that?” I asked Almara. “Get the power to come out of the ground like that?” But he was done with my stupid questions. He looked up at me from underneath heavy brows with a measure of contempt.

      I was surprised when Jade answered me.

      “He was pulling rock power,” she said. “We can all do it, anyone with the blood of a seer. I expect even you could manage it.” She smirked, but I couldn’t tell if she was joking or really trying to take a jab at me. She shrugged. “Actually, just about anyone could do it with training. We all descend from stone.”

      “Will you show me how?” I asked.

      “I can try,” she said, looking down at the ruby, her fingers moving over the small crevices in the surface with tenderness. “But I need to rest first. Here.” She extended her hand and I reached out and took the link, which dropped heavily into my palm. Then she lay back onto the rocky beach. She seemed quite comfortable against the hard, uneven surface. Her stone power reached out to these elements, made peace with them, drew comfort from them. She looked like she could be resting on a cloud of fluffy cotton, while the same rocks beneath me jabbed and poked. I shifted my weight against them and studied the link.

      The gem was largely unchanged by the transformation. It didn't glow or emit heat, or show any other sign that it had just been blasted by dustfire. But it did change in one perceivable way; it was now fused, permanently, with the gold chain from the medallion. The tiny golden links of the necklace were still perfect, unmelted and unchanged by their connection to the ruby, and they wrapped around the red rock in wild twists. I doubted that anyone could ever separate the two again.

      But one thing troubled me as I inspected the link. I had expected, somehow, to see Jared's mark on it when it was complete, and I held it up to Almara for his inspection.

      "I thought it would have the mark," I said, "like the ones you left for me." Like the ones he had left for Brendan.

      "No," he said, taking the ruby and holding it close to his face. "Those were clues meant for you and you alone. I melted the gold first, in that case, and painted it onto the paper before fusing the link. How else would you have known it was left for you by me? You could have ended up on the other side of the universe, unable to ever return, had you picked up the link of someone untrained."

      Though he was speaking to me, and his eyes were focused on the present, his hands seemed to act of their own accord, and his arms suddenly lifted the ruby into the air above his head.

      Both Jade and I acted at the same moment.

      "Oh, no you don't!" I said, reaching him first. I tackled him and together we grappled, scattering beach rocks in every direction. I wrestled the ruby from his clutching fingers, and he moaned a long, low wail of complaint.

      "What is it with him?" I said, panting. I handed the stone to her.

      She was standing now, as alarmed as I had been. But she only shrugged as she took the ruby. A tiny smile played on the corner of her lips, as if, despite his repeated attempts to escape us, there was something about his insistence that she admired.

      Almara stayed on the ground, confusion drawing conflicting expressions on his face. Jade held out her hand to him, but he didn’t take it. He rolled over on his side, facing the sea, and slowly rocked his body up and down. Apparently, Almara’s focus was exhausted. I watched with regret as insanity overtook him once more.

      Concern erased the smile from Jade’s face, and her eyes didn’t leave his form for several minutes. She sat down across from him, keeping a watchful eye as if he were a toddler who might escape her care at any moment But he did not make any further attempt to take the ruby.

      I sat down and turned my face up to the sun. I was drained. Just in the past thirty six hours I had fled a village full of angry giants, jumped no less than five times, and created my first interstellar link.

      "Let's all have a rest," I said, trying to stifle a yawn.

      What I didn't say was the main reason I wasn't ready to jump. Jade and I were two inexperienced kids working on a ridiculously complicated piece of magic with an ancient, insane wizard. We had no idea whether we would reach the Fire Mountains, or even if we would survive using this link. What if he had used the frame incorrectly? I shuddered as I imagined our deaths, floating in space far above our intended target.

      I pushed the thought aside. I at least wanted to be awake when I met the next monster on this journey.

      Jade lay back, but cautiously this time, her eyes still fixed on her father. Slowly, her tense body relaxed again with the knowledge that the links were safe and out of his reach.

      I rested my cheek against the cool, flat surface of a smooth stone. At least I had found one rock that wasn’t digging into my skin. I faded into sleep with the warm sun at my back, and soon the bed of stone might as well have been a soft mattress, for I was just as gone from the waking world as I would have been on any feather bed.

      Hazy, comforting dreams floated across my consciousness for what felt like many hours. Misty, relaxing images kept my body calm and my mind far away from the stressful cares of our journey. My mother’s face smiled gently and spoke words I couldn’t quite make out. Then I ran through flat, empty fields that stretched out before me in an endless expanse, the joy of speed lifting me as I pushed harder and harder. I flew across the grass, the sky growing dark and a starscape unfolding above me, each glowing sun filling the sky like grains of sand in a bowl. And when I finally fell to the ground, my vast and curious energy spent from the flight, the stars began collapsing into me one by one. They came slowly at first, but then faster and faster until a funnel of light was pouring down into my core from the far reaches of space, piercing my body with their energy in a giant rush. When the last of the stars had gone, only I was left, blind and alone in the black. But fear didn’t come from my solitude, only peace, and the feeling that I could stay that way forever, and be forever satisfied.

      The odd warmth of a fading rockfire, popping and cracking not unlike wood might, was what finally brought me out of my dreams. Jade must have grown cold and made it while I slept. It was one of her specialties, I had learned during our many months together, and very handy when there was no wood about for a fire. She lay next to it, curled up like a baby. I rolled onto my back and stretched. The peaceful enchantment of my sleep still hung around me. I felt relaxed and oddly calm, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened over the past few days. As if everything was good and right with the world. As if I were still floating in my dreams, without sight or sound or care.

      Then I sat up.

      I looked around, expecting to see Almara hovering close by, but he was nowhere to be found.

      “Jade,” I said. I nudged her shoulder. “Jade, where’s your father?”

      “What?” Her sleepy voice was quiet and dreamy.

      “Where is Almara?” I asked, growing alarmed. I jumped to my feet, scouring the beach for him.

      “What do you mean?” she asked blearily, sitting up and pushing her blond hair out of her face. “Isn’t he here? Oh, I had the nicest dream.”

      “No!” I said, the strange peacefulness disappearing in an instant, sucked from my body as if by a vacuum. I ran to the edge of the water, scouring the shoreline in each direction, but he was gone. Turning, I saw the low cliff of rock that stood at the edge of the beach. I made for it and scrambled upwards, nearly falling fifteen feet back down to the ground in my haste. At the top, green grassland stretched out far into the distance. No trail of footsteps was smashed into the blades. No sign of which direction the old man had headed. And in the direction of the water, the beach disappeared behind larger cliffs. If he was on it, he was invisible to me.

      Jade was on her feet at the water’s edge below, looking around wildly. I picked my way back down to the beach along the edge of the cliff.

      “Do you have the link?” I shouted as I reached the bottom.

      “What?” she asked, confused.

      “The link! Did he take it?”

      My question finally permeated her brain, and she shook her head, pulling the ruby out from under her shirt and holding it out.  I dug into my pocket and pulled out the Kinstone.

      “Ok,” I said, trying to think rationally. “He doesn’t have a link. Not that we know of. So he left on foot. Right?”

      Her eyes were getting that faraway look as the experience of facing her greatest fears battered her.

      “Jade, I can’t figure this out without you,” I said. “Don’t freak out on me.”

      Her eyes met mine, and for a moment I thought she was breaking right in front of me. But then resolve crept in, replacing her terror. She nodded.

      “Did you see anything up there?” she asked, motioning in the direction of the grassland.

      “No,” I said. “No sign of him.”

      “So he had to have walked on the beach,” she said. “Unless—” her eyes drifted out over the choppy ocean waves.

      “No,” I said. “No, he wouldn’t do that.”

      “How do you know?” she asked. She was trying hard to keep it together, but her hands shook as much as her voice.

      “Because we can’t think that way right now,” I said. “Simple as that.”

      The golf ball sized pebbles that covered our portion of beach, smoothed from thousands of years of battering on the edge of where the sea met the land, stretched out for miles in both directions. It betrayed no footsteps.

      “You go in that direction, I’ll go this way,” I said. “If you don’t find him in an hour, turn back and meet me back here, ok?”

      “Ok,” she said, breathless as fear and courage battled for control of her mind.

      I didn’t wait for her. I didn’t know if she would be able to do what I was asking. To search, again, for her father. It seemed that soon, if not today, she would split from the strain of not finding the relief she sought from him.

      But I didn’t have time for that now. Almara was out there, somewhere, and I had to find him fast, before he slipped from between our fingers, lost to us and our cause forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      I ran. My feet crunched through the rocky shore like iron against bone as I bolted away.

      Ugh! Why couldn’t he just do what he was supposed to do? Why did this all have to be so difficult? An image flitted across my brain, a fantasy I had long had about forcing my father to take his medicine, forcing it down his throat with my pudgy five-year-old hands. That little boy in me was convinced that the pills he refused had, in fact, magic within them. And it was just his stubborn will that stood between him and I. Father and son.

      But this was different. Something about Almara’s affliction made me think it couldn’t be fixed by a trip to the pharmacy. It wasn’t that simple.

      None of this was simple.

      So I ran.

      I kept my speed contained. At top speed, the world around me would turn to a blur, and the details would get lost in the wind that tore tears from my eyes. But I was grateful for the speed I did have. I could get much farther than Jade in the same amount of time. I hoped she wasn’t wandering aimlessly along the beach. If she let despair crush her will, she didn’t hold any hope of finding him.

      Why hadn’t we heard him go? He was an uncoordinated, hunched old man. And yet he had left us without displacing a single pebble on the beach, without making a sound. Months of being on the run had made me a light sleeper, always waiting for attack, always listening.

      But I hadn’t been sleeping lightly, not today. I had woken up in a haze, with the tendrils of sickly sweet dreams hovering about me. And Jade, too. Hadn’t she said something about having had the nicest dream?

      The beach was empty. The knolls that rose up along the edge changed from rock to sand gradually across the miles, and no caves hid in the crevices. It was just the ocean, the rocks, and my flying boots. The landscape became almost dull; flat textures whizzing by. I found myself looking for abnormalities against this monotone sheet of beach instead of the man, himself.

      A scattering of driftwood brought me up short and I slowed. As I passed I took the time to check behind each piece large enough to hide a man, looking for his hiding body.

      And then I saw it. Fluttering in the breeze, a worn, brown strip of fabric had torn on a branch, stabbed onto a jagged piece of driftwood. The edges were frayed, rotten from centuries of wear. I stopped, ripping the linen from the wood.

      “Almara!” I shouted. Not even an echo of my own voice rewarded me. Only the steady beat of the waves answered my call.

      The place seemed empty, but I couldn’t figure out why. I had seen photos of beaches, far beyond the reaches of my city back home. In those images, people walked hand in hand on the sand. Seagulls strutted, owning their small piece of the world. The laughter of children, made silent by the snapping of just one instant in time, rang through my ears as I flipped through the pages of the old photo albums.

      Here was silence, too, behind the thrum of the ocean. Too much of it.

      I started running again, shouting his name out every minute or so, pausing to listen for a response.

      Then, suddenly, the rocky part of the beach ended, morphing into flat, gray sand. The tide had gone out here, and the sand was hard where the sea had weighted it with water. A most welcome sight met my eyes as my feet crossed over the threshold of stone beach.

      Footprints.

      I picked up speed.

      “Almara!”

      I let myself run all-out, trying like mad to reach him before some other unknown ill did. Chills were scurrying up and down my spine. The dream. The silence. The disappearance. Something was very wrong.

      The footsteps went on and on. I ran for miles, the tears from the wind mixing with tears of frustration, drying after only moments on my cheeks. I ran so fast that I ran right past the end of the footprint trail, only realizing after another quarter mile that the path was lost.

      I stopped, gasping, and turned to search the beach. It was empty, blank as an artist’s page.

      But up on the hillside along the edge of the beach, a strange, dark figure caught my attention. He sat at the corner of the precipice, his legs folded neatly beneath him, and looked out over the waves. His skin was the darkest I had ever seen on any man, black as if burned to charcoal, and his hair hung down heavily onto his shoulders in long, locked spirals. He wore no shirt, and his lean muscles shone sweaty in the heat of the day. It looked like he had sat in the blazing sun for a century, slowly baking to a crisp beneath its relentless heat.

      His stared out to the sea, his gaze a focused beam, his eyebrows furled in concentration.

      “Hey!” I yelled up at him, made uneasy by his intensity. “Hey, what are you doing?” I started walking slowly in his direction, momentarily distracted from my pursuit of Almara. But his eyes never wavered from the fixed point on the water below, his mouth turned down into a grimace.

      It was only when I wondered what it was he was staring at that my veins filled with ice. Dread weighted every inch of my insides as I turned, forcing myself to search the one place I had no hope of rescuing Almara from, to see what the stark black man up on the cliff saw.

      And there he was, far out, too far out, in the ocean. Only his head still remained above the water, his body inching ever deeper, closer and closer to a watery death.

      NO.

      Images of Jade’s tortured face flashed in my mind. Then the worried face of my mother. The dead fields of Earth. My father in the street in nothing but underwear, ranting at the top of his voice. All things lost with the loss of this one man’s life. It was all I could do to not fall down onto my knees. Oxygen seemed to stop making it to my limbs, and my chest clenched and burned with the horror of what I was witnessing. With every ounce of energy I could find, I shouted into the wind.

      “STOP!”

      I was running again, though I couldn’t remember starting to move. In a moment I was back at his footsteps, at the point where his shuffling gait had turned to meet the sea. I splashed into the water. Maybe I could make it to him. I was his height, and stronger. His nose was still above the waves.

      I trudged myself through the water, throwing myself recklessly into the cold, merciless arms of the ocean.

      “Stop!” I yelled again, this time I almost cried the word. “Don’t! You have to stop!”

      But he did not.

      A large wave knocked me backwards, and I found myself underwater despite the fact that my feet could still touch the bottom. I stood up again, choking. The top of Almara’s head still stuck up.

      I was frantic. I had to find a way to get to him, but if I kept pushing on, I would drown, myself. I flailed, searching all around for a clue, an idea, something to help me reach him. Something that would float. I didn’t have Jade’s power. I couldn’t call rocks up from the sea floor to carry me to Almara. I needed a boat, but a more impossible wish I could never have made in this empty place.

      Wood. Boats are made of wood. Wood floats.

      The large branches of driftwood that littered the beach caught my eye, and I turned back, pushing through the water with every ounce of energy I had left.

      Choking and gasping, I ran over the wet sand. I picked up the first branch I saw that seemed large enough. Thick as my midsection and as light as Jade’s tiny body, I hoisted the log up and ran back, hoping I wasn’t too late.

      His head was gone, disappeared beneath the waves.

      As soon as the water was up to my thighs, I threw down the log, using it to steady my body as I fought my way out again. One by one the waves battered me, trying to knock me underneath the surface, but I didn’t let them. I couldn’t let them.

      You can do this. Just hang on.

      I concentrated hard, watching, calculating every movement of the water. Somehow I managed to stay upright. When my shoulders were beneath the surface, I lifted my toes from the sand and began kicking. If I hadn’t been so panicked about rescuing Almara, I would have felt relief, for the log did its job and kept me aloft. I hugged it close to my chest, unwilling to let it go, not at any cost. He had to be here somewhere. I took a deep breath and plunged my head beneath the waves.

      The salty water seared my eyes, but I kept the pried open as I searched through the murkiness for him. I pulled my head up, gasping for air, and then thrust it beneath again. Again and again I did this. He had to be here. I had just seen him. It had only been moments.

      Suddenly movement, the only movement I had seen under the surface, caught my eye. I kicked towards it, and he came into view. Still standing upright, taking small, purposeful steps deeper and deeper into the sea, Almara walked to his death. His robes and hair flew around him as if he were caught in a wild, swirling windstorm. I tried to call out, but my voice was inaudible here in the deep. Instead I sucked in a throat full of saltwater. Stunned, I instinctively fought for the surface, heaving out the water from my chest as soon as the air touched my face.

      Don’t quit. Don’t give up.

      When the coughing subsided, I took a huge breath of air and plunged again, this time stretching out both arms, one gripping the log, one reaching towards Almara. The edges of his robes tickled the tips of my fingers, and I grappled wildly with the fabric until I had a full fist of it in my hand. I pulled and pulled, but he was dead weight in the water and didn’t try to save himself. Little by little, I somehow managed to raise him a few inches off the sea bed. I grabbed his arm and heaved him upwards, my head breaching the surface again, shortly followed by his. I gasped and gagged on the water now swimming in my lungs, but I held him fast.

      He didn’t cough and sputter as I did, only stared blankly into space with clouded, white irises. My legs kicked under the waves as I tried to move our bodies to shore. Slowly, we inched closer and closer to the beach until my feet mercifully found the sand beneath us.

      I lifted my eyes to the cliff above, and as I did so the strange, dark man turned away.

      I wanted to call out to him, to force him to stop. He had done this to Almara, I was sure of it. There wasn’t much fight left in me, but in that moment I was willing to use what I had left to face him, to battle him, to make him pay for this thievery. The taking of the man who could lead us all to salvation.

      But as he walked away, and his head slowly bobbed out of sight, I knew that I was too late. And too weak.

      The hard knot of resolve that had begun growing when I had first seen Almara, the astonishingly damaged remains of what once had been a great man, grew another layer thicker. With every enemy we encountered, every sadistic ill we experienced, the knot grew, and I saw in my mind, like a broken record, all we had been deprived of.

      I would beat them. I would beat them all.

      The waves pushed us closer and closer in, threatening to knock me down as I all but carried him to the land. But while they battered at Almara, my feet held fast beneath me. When we made it to shore, we finally collapsed in a heap, the water still pushing up over our legs.

      “Urrrg,” Almara groaned, the first sign from him that he was still alive. I rolled him on his side and a stream of water gurgled up out of his mouth. Now, finally, he coughed, and soon the majority of the salty brine was free of him. His body settled as the racking hacks subsided, and he lay on his side, staring blankly into space, lifeless but for the rattling breaths that came in and out of his body automatically.

      I lay back, not caring that half of my body was still in the ocean, and stared at the sky above me, letting my frustration and anger and helplessness go for just long enough to appreciate the fact that I was still alive. Billowing clouds floated overhead, slowly bunching together, growing larger, darker. I breathed with them as they slowly joined one another, mixing together, a system of life.

      Almara shivered on the shore next to me, and the jolt of his body next to mine brought me out of my stupor. I rolled over and stared into his clouded eyes.

      “Are you in there?” I asked quietly, but he didn’t respond. His body shook again with a jerk, and soon the shaking began to increase with every moment that passed. What had happened to him?

      I hauled myself up onto my elbow, looking at the beach around us as my skin slowly began to dry into a sticky, tight sheath. My tongue was fat and dry against the roof of my mouth, but despite the great ocean at my feet, there was no drink for me here. As I rose, I pulled Almara up with me. At first his body resisted, limp and stubborn. But once I had him on his feet, he stayed up by his own power, swaying slightly as the task of balancing from foot to foot was undertaken. I took his arm in my hands, and slowly began guiding him back to our small campsite.

      I kept my eyes trained on the cliffs as we walked, searching for the dark man, willing him to come back. I dared him to come, to try again. I was a hunter guarding my prey, and I felt my face lift into a snarl so wild it would have shocked me if it weren’t for my resolve. Almara was mine, not to be taken from beneath us again. He was too important to too many, and I would protect him at all costs.

      His feet shuffled along beneath him, aimlessly following where they were led. His eyes remained unfocused, staring blankly into the distance, his mouth agape and silent.

      I had to get him to Jade. Maybe she would understand this strange trance that had come over her father. The knot in my stomach told me that this idea was false, that she would be just as baffled as I was. And worse, that she would be hurt by his actions. But I couldn’t deal with this alone. Not anymore. Almara’s attempt to take his own life, whether of his own accord or from falling to the will of the man on the cliff, meant that our situation was much more serious than she or I had thought.

      I hadn’t meant to speak to him, but I saw the journey ahead, much longer on the way back with him in tow, and I spoke anyways.

      “Did you know that when I met Jade she was being held as a prisoner?” His gait did not falter, he betrayed no sign of recognition, and I continued. “She was held in the dark, alone inside a mountain cave, for a long, long time. She was nearly mad when I found her.”

      I breathed in the sticky sea air as we walked, a sensation that was oddly familiar, though I had never felt it before on Earth.

      “It took me a while, but I broke her out of that place. When I did, when she was finally free of it, for a while it seemed almost as if she had never set foot beneath the mountain.”

      My feet sank into the wet sand as we walked, creating little pools every time I lifted them again. Behind me, the innocent licking of the low waves at the shore whisked the evidence of my passage away.

      “I’ve been thinking, though, for a while now, that maybe I was wrong. Maybe I didn’t really free her at all.” The memory of Jade’s deep eyes shifting back and forth between pain and violence stopped me in my tracks. I turned to him. “I think she carries that mountain with her. I think she’s trapped under its weight, still waiting for you to come for her.”

      I stooped a little, trying to make eye contact with his deadened gaze.

      “So it’s down to you now. They’re all out there, the Corentin and I don’t know who else, but they’re there, waiting to strike. We can’t do this without you. We can’t balance the Fold on our own; we don’t know how. So you need to come back. Wherever you are, whatever cave you’re in, whatever weight you’re carrying, you need to come back to us. For Jade. She deserves that.”

      Somewhere inside I had been hoping for a response, but eyelids didn’t flicker. His mouth didn’t try to form words. He just stood there, vacant and expressionless, a bag of bones with no life inside it. Suddenly, anger filled my heart, and I lashed out at him.

      “Fine,” I said sharply, pushing him roughly away from me. He stumbled backwards, nearly fell, but then his body righted itself with rigid automation.

      I pushed him again.

      “You want to abandon her again, do you?” I shouted into his empty face. “Fine, go ahead. But that makes you horrible. That makes you weak.” I pushed, and his feet splashed into the shallow waves. “You want to die, do you? Go ahead! The ocean is right there. Go ahead back in then. You’re going to rip her apart if she sees you like this, so just go.”

      Nothing. Not a flicker of light in his eyes. Not a quickening of breath in his throat.

      I pushed again. He stood in the ocean with the water up to his knees and stared at nothing.

      “I’m done with you.”

      I turned and walked away, left him standing there, partway in and partway out, of the ocean. Halfway between life and death. I headed back to Jade, seething with anger and frustration.

      It was a few moments before my ears could discern the sound of his splashing footsteps separately from the sloshing waves. But when I did, and I turned to see, to find out if it was really true, it was. Almara was following me.

      His face hadn’t changed. His eyes were still coated with the white of madness, or magic, or evil—whatever it was that had turned them foggy. But his feet followed mine.

      For a moment I nearly cried. With relief. With pride. With hope. But then I got a hold of myself, took his arm in my hands once more, and continued on down the beach.
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      Two hours later we came around the last corner of rock before our campsite, and I saw that it was still abandoned. I knew I was faster than Jade, but I had still expected her to beat us.

      Almara seemed to know that the journey was over, and his body slumped down to the rocky beach.

      I stared down at him, his eyes closed tightly against the setting sun. Maybe there was hope. Maybe somewhere inside the shell of the man, the real man remained.

      As I watched him fall into sleep, listening to the waves burst against the rocks, then slip away, a different sound caught my attention. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but now, in between every couple of waves to hit the beach, I could hear it.

      Thwack. Thwack.

      I stood up and slowly walked from Almara’s sleeping body, feeling sure that he wouldn’t try to escape again, at least not yet. The sound got louder with every step I took. Finally, as I rounded a corner of rocky edge and found a shallow inlet in the low cliff, I saw her.

      Jade wound up her arm, and then let the stone she had picked up from the beach go with tremendous force. It hit the face of rock, exploding into dust as the sound echoed all around.

      Thwack.

      “Jade?”

      She bent over, picking up huge stones in each hand, and arched her arms one by one. Obliterated rock burst off the wall again. And again.

      Thwack. Thwack.

      “Jade!” I said louder. “What are you doing?”

      But she didn’t hear. In the short moments it took me to cross the beach to her, two more stones met their demise against the cliff wall.

      I grabbed onto her arm, shaking her a little.

      “Hey!”

      She struggled against my grip, trying to bend over again for more of the sea’s cannonballs. Her stared ahead, wide and wild. I gripped harder.

      “Hey, knock it off!” I shouted, shaking her in earnest now.

      She struggled for another moment, and then seemed to come to. She looked down at my hands on her arms and then up at me.

      “Huh?” she asked, confused.

      “Are you ok?” I asked. “What are you doing?” A pile of rock dust three feet high sat at the base of the cliff. How many rocks had she destroyed?

      She held out her hands, studying them.

      “I just—” she trailed off, lost in her head. “I couldn’t find him.”

      “So you decided to destroy the entire beach instead?” I asked. “What’s with you?”

      “Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean, I guess I was frustrated.”

      The wind played with the top layer of dust in the pile, swirling it upwards in a peculiar swirling fashion. I didn’t like the look on her face. I had been hoping to tell her what had happened out there. I shivered again as I remembered the man on the cliff. Instinctively, I looked up at the low cliffs above our heads, suddenly certain that he must be there now, watching. But the cool evening breeze played with the grass at the edge, and no figure appeared.

      “Ok,” I said carefully. “Well, I did find him.”

      “What?” Her voice was slow, unsure.

      “I found him on the beach. Come on before he takes off again.”

      Thankfully, Almara lay in exactly the same position I had left him in, completely spent from his adventures. I shivered.

      “Hey, can you make a rockfire?” I asked. “I’m freezing.”

      She stood frozen on the spot, her eyes wide as she took in the scene.

      “Jade?”

      She spoke in a daze. “What’s—what’s wrong with him?”

      I would have guessed that he was asleep, except that every few seconds his arms and legs would twitch with a jolt. The movement made him look grotesque and frightening, but it was when his eyelids opened slightly, revealing the whites of his irises, that a small scream escaped Jade’s throat.

      “Aster?” She moved towards me and hid behind me, only her eyes peeking over my shoulder at his rigid body on the rocks.

      “Listen,” I said, shivering. “We need heat. You have to make a rockfire.”

      She was still staring as if it was a great monster lying steps away from us, not her own father.

      “Jade, please. Rockfire.”

      Slowly, she nodded. Without looking or even a touch of her hands, she gathered the stones into a small pile before Almara. In moments they burned red hot, as though they were the last, searing embers of a dying fire.

      I sat down, inching my body up as close as I dared to the pile. The sky continued to darken, but no rain fell. I motioned for her to join me. She hesitated, but soon she sat, staring at Almara all the while.

      “What happened?” she asked, never breaking her gaze. “Where was he?”

      “He was in the ocean,” I said. “I saved him.”

      This brought her out of her stupor.

      “You saved him? From the ocean? How?”

      “A big branch of driftwood.” I lay back onto the rocks, exhausted. “I used it as a sort of float.”

      “You mean…you swam?”

      “Sort of.” I yawned wide, but I would have to try to stay awake. The mess that had been made the last time I had fallen asleep was still strewn all about me like pieces from a car crash. But I was so worn out. The hazy sleep from earlier had refueled my body only for a short time. Now, I was spent. I had to at least rest, if not sleep. The threat of another escape kept my eyes wide.

      “Hey,” I rolled over and looked up at her. “I need a rope. Do you have anything like that?”

      “What?” Her concentration flitted back and forth between me and Almara. Slowly, my simple question penetrated her mind. “Yes, I have some from the ship. The rope Erod used to dangle me over the side.”

      She walked over to our things and pulled out a long strand of the fine, strong cord from the boat. She dropped the loops into my waiting hand.

      “Thanks,” I said, relieved. I crawled over to Almara and tied a strong knot around his wrist. His too-thin wrist. Then, I looped the cord around my hand and bound us together. It would have to do. I couldn’t stay awake forever.

      “You should rest,” I said, yawning widely again. “It’s been a long day.” Her chin began to wiggle, and I could see that she was trying hard not to cry.

      “What if he runs off again?” Her voice was tiny and frail. “What if he somehow finds out how to jump, and then he takes you with him, and then—”

      “That won’t happen,” I said. “Come over here with us. I’ll tie your wrist, too, ok?”

      She didn’t answer, but she quickly moved over to us, lying down next to me and resting her head against my chest like a young, frightened child. Which she was.

      I tied the last of the line around her wrist, making sure the knot was extra tight. And then all of us, side by side, connected like the chain-links in the ruby, found sleep together.
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      He hovered over me, concerned and a little confused. I tried to figure out where I knew him from. The lines of his face looked familiar, not unlike my own. But this wasn’t a mirror I gazed at, it was a man. Then, suddenly, my stomach dropped to the floor beneath me, and I recognized who he was.

      My father.

      I scrambled away from him on all fours until I found myself with my back against a cold, concrete wall. I searched the room. Where was I?

      He approached, that same look of worry etched into his features.

      “What do you want?” I asked, my voice smaller than I would have liked. In another time or place, I might have easily found the strength to rise to my feet, to stand against an enemy.

      But not here. Not now.

      He took another step nearer, and I slid sideways along the wall away from him. We were in a square, plain room. My stomach gave another jolt as I realized what this place reminded me of. A prison cell, or a room in an asylum.

      But not in the Fold. This was a room one might find on Earth, somewhere in the dark, wicked reaches of hidden places. My brain struggled to comprehend this reality. No bars lined the side of the room. No door led to the outside world. We were trapped together inside a cube lined on all sides with cement. A square pocket of space with no way out.

      “How did you get here?” I asked. “Get away from me.” I dashed to the other side of the room, my hands searching frantically against the flat, smooth wall for some hidden exit. When they found none, I turned and faced him again.

      He moved in my direction, and I flinched, expecting some sort of hurt to come from his nearness. He reached out towards me, almost as if to comfort me, and opened his mouth to speak. But then he stopped, pulling back his hand and raising it up to his throat. For a moment he looked curious, almost like an unexpected cough had temporarily caught his attention, making it impossible to speak. Then his eyes grew wide, first with surprise, and then with terror.

      A scratchy, whistling wheeze came from his airway, and thin tendrils of black smoke began to leak from his mouth in swirling wisps. I paused in my attempts to flee and stared at him, horrified. As I watched, the smoke grew thick, pouring from him as he tried in vain to staunch the flow, both of his hands around his neck now. His eyes met mine again, reaching out silently, asking me to help him.

      But I recognized his need too late. As he fell to the ground, and I leapt in his direction, smoke burst from him. What remained fluttered softly down like an exploded balloon, and I dropped down after him, grasping with wild fingers the ash that remained.

      I woke to Jade’s frantic cries, her fingernails digging into my shoulders as she shook me. Above us the night sky burned, the threatening storm blown away to soak another part of the land.

      “Please, please wake up,” she sobbed, looking at me but not realizing that my eyes were now open.

      I rolled over onto my side, and she fell on top of me, burying her face in my shirt. I gripped the stones on the beach as I tried to let the dream fall away, but the hooks of the nightmare dug deep into my core, and it took me a minute until I could speak.

      “It’s ok,” I croaked, pushing up from the ground. “I’m ok.” A slick covering of sweat drenched my entire body. I wiped my face with the bottom edge of my shirt.

      “You were yelling,” she cried. “And your whole body was shaking. I’ve never seen you like that.”

      I was yelling?

      “What did I say?”

      She rested her forehead in her hands, overcome.

      “You said, ‘I have him. I have him,’ over and over again. You sounded possessed. I didn’t know what to do.”

      What?

      Abruptly, I stood up. I tried to control the shaking of my hands, but the fear that was flooding through me was too strong.

      “We have to get out of here,” I said.

      “What?” she said. “Why?” She began turning on the spot, looking for danger in every direction.

      “Something isn’t right,” I said. “Help me get him up.”

      I knelt down and grabbed Almara underneath his arms. His eyes flew open, and with great relief I saw that they weren’t as cloudy white as they had been a few hours ago, though they still didn’t meet mine.

      But my relief was short-lived. At the jostling, he raised his hands up to his head and began slapping his palms against his forehead violently.

      “Stop it,” I said, gripping one of his hands. But his desire, or need, to hit himself was too strong, and he continued.

      “What is he doing?” Jade asked, stepping backwards.

      “I don’t know,” I grunted. “Can you just help me?”

      Almara’s mouth opened, and I was surprised when words actually came out of it.

      "He's—in—here!" he said each word in time with the slaps. His face tightened with the effort, and I felt sure that if he were capable of crying, he would be doing so in this moment.

      Smack. Smack. Smack.

      And suddenly, I understood.

      The sweet dreams of this afternoon mingled with the sharp nightmares of tonight. I froze.

      "He’s inside?" I asked.

      He didn't answer me, just continued pounding his forehead. I knew Almara had been affected, that his madness was likely a result of the power of the Corentin, or the imbalance of the Fold, or both. But it had never occurred to me that we might have an additional traveler with us on our journey. One who hid behind Almara’s eyes. One who watched our every move. One who waited.

      One who invaded my dreams.

      "But if he's inside your head, then he—” Jade began, but when our eyes met, she didn't need to speak another word.

      If the Corentin was inside Almara's head, and looking out through Almara’s eyes, that meant he knew everything. Where we had been, what we had done, and where we were going.

      Jade and I acted at the same moment, gathering our traveling things and taking hands. I pulled out the ruby and, making sure I had a good grip on his arm, handed it to Almara. He didn't hesitate.

      “Kaheerash!” he shouted into the cosmos above.

      The jump was long. Others I had taken in the past few months had lasted seconds, a dozen at most. But now I found myself spinning through space for well over a minute. Beside me the forms of Jade and Almara floated through the air like bodies in water. Finally, we landed on a jagged hillside.

      I scrambled to my feet, quickly scanning the area for pursuers, but the place was empty. Late afternoon light painted the rocky sides of a mountain range in yellow shards. Below us, the setting sun made the greens and yellows of the valley grasses glow as they swayed back and forth. Above us the summit of the mountain jutted up from the land. As the range increased in size, the color of the rock became deeper and more complex until at the highest peaks a fiery orange caught the last of the dying sun.

      Our link had succeeded.

      Whether evil or beautiful, or both, the Fire Mountains now lay before us.
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      Were we too late? Would he know where we were? How closely was he watching, or controlling, Almara? Or, my stomach gave an uncomfortable flip, me? I tore my overshirt from my back and quickly began tying it around Almara’s eyes, my own flitting from side to side, certain that the Corentin must be hiding close by. Or if not the Corentin, himself, then some other evil set loose by him to bring us to our end. These were his lands.

      Jade seemed to have come to her senses again, and she quickly took the ruby from Almara’s hands. Then she untied the rope that bound us all together.

      I searched the area we had landed in, seeing a rockier section of the foothills where I hoped to hide. I pointed, and Jade’s gaze followed my outstretched finger. Without a word we dashed towards the rocks. Almara moaned behind us as we dragged him along, but his feet moved obediently in our wake.

      For several long minutes we were a panting herd of prey, evading a predator we could not see or hear. As we ascended higher, the rocks at our feet threatened to trip us up. But our desperation kept our senses sharp, and we managed to avoid falling. Finally, we were at the mouth of the boulders. A thick crack ran through one of the largest rocks before us, and we were able to squirm inside the crevice it had left in the stone. As we disappeared, one by one, into the solid mass, the space widened slightly, just large enough for us to sit.

      But we did not sit. We breathed. We slowly regained our strength from the flight. But we did not sit.

      For the first several minutes, Jade and I peered out from our hiding spot, scouring every bit of land we could see in search of our pursuer, though we had no idea what to be on the lookout for. Was the Corentin a man? Was he a beast? A cartoon image I had once seen of a great genie, hovering, massive and mist-like in the sky above, floated across my mind.

      What was he?

      Slowly, we calmed down. The mountain was quiet, the only sounds coming from the occasional cheep of a bird, the scurry of a chipmunk.

      I hadn’t noticed Almara sit, but Jade soon joined him. Her eyes were dry now, and alert, though the wear of the day’s events showed on her dirty face and clothes and in the unnatural sagging of skin around her downturned mouth.

      I waited. I wasn’t ready to relax yet. I stood for at least another twenty minutes, scanning every inch of landscape I could see through the narrow crack. But my search was in vain. No monster appeared. No creature intent on our destruction made itself known. And all I was left with was the rattled, jittery feeling of impending attack, unfulfilled and impossible to shake.

      I sat. Across from me Almara slumped, complacent and motionless, the blindfold still covering his eyes. I reached out to him, but when my fingers brushed against his arm he did not flinch. I carefully guided his body, turning the direction of his head to face the rock. I doubted that his seeing a sheet of solid stone would give our position away, and I felt cruel forcing him to remain blinded by our circumstance. I untied the knot of my shirt at the back of his head.

      He blinked several times as his eyes adjusted to the dim light in the crack. Then he turned to look at me. I leaned back heavily against the wall, my eyes filling with tears of relief.

      His eyes were clear again; not a hint of wispy white fog rolled across their surface. Now, crystal blue orbs looked deeply into mine, not sane, but not so lost as an hour ago, either.

      “You’re back,” I said.

      His eyebrows raised, and his lips smacked against his teeth.

      “Are you thirsty?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer, but took the water skein when I passed it to him and drank deeply from it. I wondered how much saltwater he had swallowed during his long minutes beneath the waves.

      Jade wrapped her arms around her folded legs and rested her chin on her knees. I offered her the water next, but she declined.

      Through the crack, the fading light of day filtered in. First yellow, then orange, and finally a deep indigo blue as night fell in earnest. Nobody spoke for a long time. We just sat and watched the world go dark from inside our tiny, safe sliver of the mountain range. Finally, I stood up again.

      “I think we should go,” I said. “Now, while the dark will cover us. We won’t be as easy to track without the sun giving us away.” It was an unlikely possibility, but the combination of fleeing our enemy and being smashed up against each other in this cramped place was making me anxious again, and I was eager to be on the move.

      Jade grabbed my hand from where she sat.

      “I don’t think we should go,” she said. Through the dim light in the crack I could see that her eyes were wide, and she stared out through the opening for the predator beyond.

      “We can’t stay here,” I said.

      “Why not?” she asked. She stood up to face me. “I’m starting to think that this whole thing is a really stupid idea.”

      “What do you mean?” I said, suddenly defensive.

      “There’s no point to continuing on,” she said. “If we keep heading up this mountain, the Corentin will find us and kill us, or worse…” Her face glazed over, and she retreated momentarily into her head, to whatever place she went to help her deal with the long abuse she had suffered at Cadoc’s hands.

      I felt for her. I really did. Something about pulling Almara from the ocean had shifted part of me and I realized now that all this was bigger than just us three. What would it matter if I were able to return to Earth, but nothing changed? The Corentin would still draw Earth closer and closer in, still wreak havoc on our weather, our existence, and in the end we would all fall to his sadistic desires. Maybe not tomorrow, or even next year, but soon enough. I wanted to go home, too, but to a home I had never known. A home where grass grew and the sound of thunder didn’t send chills of fear down my spine.

      I faced her and forced her to look at me.

      “There’s nothing for us back there. Nothing for you at Riverstone. Nothing for me on Earth.”

      “Those places are our homes,“ she argued.

      “Those places are broken,” I said.

      “I don’t care,” she said, defiant. “I want to go home.” She glared at me, but beneath her iron gaze was a tired, scared child. And while I wasn’t much more than that, myself, I was clearer on what needed to be done than she was.

      “We will,” I said. “You know how badly I want to go back to Earth. But we can’t live like that. You can’t live like that in Riverstone, like a ghost in those empty halls with him not even knowing who you are. You know you can’t.”

      “I don’t want to do this anymore.” She stomped her foot hard on the ground, and around us the rocks shuddered. Almara sucked in his breath at the display of power. Then he, too, stood up.

      “No choice, girl,” he said in a low growl. “The Corentin will find you, no matter where you hide. There’s no way around that.” He turned to me. “The shirt.” He gestured to the blindfold that lay forgotten on the floor. I picked it up and tied it around his eyes. Jade looked at me as I took Almara’s hand, envy etched into the creases around her eyes. I stared at her, wishing that she could understand, but nothing could take away the hurt his disregard brought her. I turned and led him out of the protection of the rock.

      “What does he want?” I asked as we slowly started to ascend the foothills of the mountain. Jade trailed behind us beneath the light of the moon, helpless but to follow her father’s instructions, even if he didn’t recognize her.

      “What all men of power want,” he huffed behind me. “More power.”

      But that didn’t seem like enough to me.

      “But why?” I asked. “Why ruin so many lives? Why destroy entire worlds? He’ll have no one left to brag to if everyone beneath him is dead or suffering. I mean, is it fun for him or something?”

      “In a way,” Almara said. “To the Corentin, the power he wields is like a puzzle. He constantly seeks to understand it, to expand on it, to grow it and control it. He’s addicted to it. You could say it controls him.”

      I chewed on this for a few minutes as we walked, studying the ground as we went, looking for the easiest path.

      “What happened to you?” I said after a while. “In the ocean?”

      “What are you talking about?” he said.

      “Don’t you remember?” I stopped and turned to him.

      “Remember what?” He tilted his blindfolded head in my direction. “You know as well as anyone that I rarely set foot in the water. Your mother might have enjoyed a dip into a cold pond now and again, but I am no swimmer.”

      Jade perked up at the mention of her mother, and she jogged to catch up to us.

      “Mother was a swimmer?” she asked.

      “You mean, you don’t remember what happened today?” I interrupted.

      “We made the link,” he said. “Then we rested. Then we jumped.”

      I stepped backward, my mind trying to comprehend what he was saying.

      To him, it was as if the entire episode, including the attempt he had made to take his own life, had never happened.

      “How do you know all this?” I asked. “About the Corentin, I mean.” Jade hovered nearby, anxious to hear more about her mother.

      “Oh, I don’t know all that much more than I did before you leapt to Earth. Though I did spend some time in Carenso, studying the ancient lore. There’s not much of it left, I’m afraid. It was very difficult to get anyone to discuss it with me, or to tell me where I could gain that sort of knowledge. But in the end, I found my way to the steward of the Chronicles. After that…” His voice trailed away, as if he couldn’t think of what to say next. “Hmmm, well, after that I suppose I just went back to Riverstone. Yes, yes, that was it.” He nodded his shaggy head, convincing himself that this was the correct answer to the blank spaces in his memory.

      Almara’s story was coming into focus. He had quested to erase the damage the Corentin had done to the Fold, had gathered men and women, even his own children, to fight for his cause. But for all that time his efforts hadn’t been thwarted. It wasn’t until he had sought direct knowledge about the Corentin, his ways, his secrets, that his world had become fuzzy. I imagined his damaged mind, slowly taken over by the power of the very being he was trying to destroy. Almara, driven mad not by desire or abuse, but by the sheer will of a one more powerful than he was.

      I gulped down the sticky lump that had formed in my throat and hoped that I wasn’t going to be the Corentin’s next target.
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      We walked and walked until the sky brightened with the rise of the sun. There was something calming about climbing up the mountain. We seemed to be more focused on reaching our destination, the treasure of knowledge that lay at the end of this journey, than fearing our possible pursuer.

      As the sun drifted across the sky, the images from the dream of my father the day before floated into my mind. The feeling of fear I had experienced when I saw him in the dream wasn’t unusual to me. I had felt it almost daily, on some level, from a young age during the years we all lived together as a family. But as my feet found purchase on the rocky terrain, I remembered another, earlier time. A forgotten memory popped into my head as if just rescued from the far reaches of my brain.

      I was three, maybe four. It was before he had really started to go downhill. Or maybe he already had, and my mom just did a good job of hiding it from me. But in any case, in the memory that came to mind I felt safe.

      I sat on his lap in our tiny, yellow living room. Paper ribbons hung from the walls, and a small homemade sign hung over the door that read, “Happy Birthday, Aster.”

      “Are you excited?” he said to me as his knees bounced me up and down.

      “Yes!” I said. A party was coming. A party of friends just for me. Back then, I still had friends. No illness darkened my core. No madness darkened my family.

      “So, what do you think you’ll wish for when you blow out your candles? A new truck? A train, maybe?”

      “No, Daddy,” I said very seriously. “I want something better than those things.”

      “Better than a new truck or train? Is that even possible?” He laughed. I nodded solemnly. “Ok, then, what will you wish for?”

      I leaned in close to him, cupping my hand around his waiting ear, his stubbly whiskers scratching against my cheek.

      “I will wish to fly.”

      His eyebrows raised high onto his forehead.

      “To fly? Well, now, that is a good thing to wish for. Will you fly like an airplane?”

      “No, Daddy,” I giggled. “Like a bird.”

      “Ah, I see,” he said, smiling. “And where will you go?”

      “To the mountains,” I said, playing with the laces of my small boots, untied by my fumbling fingers. “I want to be so high!”

      His face shifted then, and, just for a split second, sadness played heavily against his smile.

      “To the mountains, it is,” he said. He wrapped his arms around me and tickled me under my arms. I laughed at the game and squirmed with glee.

      I looked down at my feet as they crunched the rocks along our path and remembered the many sprints I had run since coming to the Fold. I realized now that maybe the game was just a cover for him to compose himself, to hide his pain. He must have thought then was that my wish would never come true; I would probably never see beautiful mountains, and certainly never fly.

      He never could have known that I would make it beyond Earth’s wasted remains and do just that.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until the sun had raced all the way across the sky to the other end before we started to have problems. Hardy as he was, Almara’s strength had slowly drained from his body over the course of the day. I hadn’t been paying close attention to him or Jade. I was starting to feel as if the weight of our entire quest was being shifted onto my shoulders, and that fact had commanded most of my attention as the day zipped by. I turned over the problems we faced again and again in my mind, trying to put what lie ahead into some sort of order.

      But when Almara’s body finally gave out and he fell to the hard stone ground, I was thrust back into my waking world.

      Jade ran to him. His whole body quivered with exhaustion, and he flinched violently when she touched him.

      “It’s ok,” she said softly to him. “It’s just me.”

      “Who?” Almara asked, his head turning from side to side, trying to see her through the fabric.

      “It’s Jade.”

      His mouth formed the word, but he stayed silent. It was the closest he had yet come to saying her name.

      She looked out at the valley, at the rocky precipice we had just climbed to, then at me.

      “We have to stop,” she said. “He needs to rest.”

      I didn’t feel tired at all, even after almost twenty-four hours of climbing. I looked up at the mountain, still hovering above us, with longing. I wanted that book. I wanted all this uncertainty and pain to end, and it seemed the only way forward was with that book in my hands.

      I took Almara’s hand and started walking slowly over the uneven ground, keeping an eye out for shelter as we moved.

      “Who is that?” he said, his other arm flailing out in front of him while he followed me helplessly. “Who is there?”

      “It’s me,” I said. “Brendan.”

      “Brendan?” he asked. “Are you sure?”

      I had pushed him too far past the limits of his endurance.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Brendan, you say? Really? You sound so—”

      I stopped and turned to him.

      “I sound so what?” I asked.

      “Young,” he said.

      I turned back to the path ahead.

      “Well, I guess I am,” I answered.

      Jade followed us as we picked our way over the jagged boulders. Night was coming fast. The sun, just visible on the horizon, was slipping quickly beneath the edge, and deep blue shadows enveloped the valley and mountain crevices. Soon we would have no light to travel by.

      “Let’s find somewhere to stay tonight,” I said. I tripped over a large stone I hadn’t seen and nearly crashed down to the ground, jolting Almara’s arm as I righted myself. Maybe I was tired, too, and just didn’t realize it. “The sooner the better.”

      Jade stayed back and studied the area. Perhaps it was her talent with rocks that found our respite in the end.

      “There,” she said, pointing to a dark outcropping of rocks a hundred yards above us. It was hard to see from here, how deep the cave was cut into the rock, but at least we would be assured of a roof over our heads.

      We began climbing towards the mouth of the cave. Almara went right in front of me, and I outstretched my arms around his sides to guide him. Together, the three of us huffed our way up the side of our last incline of the day.

      When we reached the top, all of us collapsed onto the flat platform. I, for one, was grateful that the old man hadn’t come crashing down on top of me, not to mention that I hadn’t lost my own grip.

      I got to my feet and, grabbing Almara’s arm, pulled him up next to me.

      Together we inched our way into the dark cave. The opening stretched ten feet across and a foot above my head. Crouching to avoid low-hanging rocks, I soon saw that it curved off to one side. When I turned the corner I was greeted, thankfully, by a dead end. I let out my breath in a long, low sigh of relief.

      This was a cave, my first since traveling to the Maylin Fold, that appeared to hold neither monster nor prisoner.

      I guided Almara to the back wall, sat him down on the floor and took off the blindfold. Back here he couldn’t see out through the front opening. Though, even if he had been able to, I doubted we could be found based on this slim view of the valley.

      I shivered, the sweat from the climb mixing with the cold mountain air and my lack of an overshirt, and I hastily put the shirt that had been around Almara’s eyes back on.

      “Can we start a rockfire or something?” Jade huffed at the request. “Or a regular fire?” My teeth were beginning to chatter.

      She stood over the two of us, her hands on her hips. She didn’t seem cold at all.

      “No wood,” Almara said. He, also, had his arms wrapped around his legs against the cold.

      “But you’re a sorcerer,” I argued. “Can’t you just, I don’t know, conjure a fire somehow?”

      “Not out of thin air,” he argued.

      “You mean to tell me that a man who can unleash Torrensai, pull power from the ground with a wave of his hands, and make links to other planets can’t figure out how to make a fire with magic?”

      “Obviously not.” His teeth had started chattering, too. “Did you see any wood on the way up here?”

      I hadn’t. The mountain we were hiding in had very little vegetation of any kind, actually. Only a small spattering of green bushes had dotted the rocky ledges, and they probably wouldn’t burn anyways.

      Jade began collecting small stones from the cave floor and made a little pile of them in front of where we sat, groaning irritably.

      “What?” I asked. “You didn’t offer.”

      She glanced at me as she bent over to pick up a larger rock with two hands.

      “Well, someone needs to do something before you two brilliant idiots freeze.”

      She carried the rock over to us and dropped it hastily at our feet.

      “Hey!” I said. “Be careful!”

      Her glare, barely visible in the dark cave, was her only response.

      She bent over the pile of rocks and placed the palms of her hands on the largest one. Almost instantly it glowed red, and the heat that came off it was astonishing. I eagerly unclenched my arms from my sides and held out my hands.

      “Thanks,” I said, the clicking of my uncontrollable teeth quieting.

      She sat down next to me.

      “It would be nice, you know, if you could not snap at me every time I open my mouth,” I said.

      She looked both hurt and surprised at my words. Was she so unaware of how her attitude had been changing?

      “Look,” I said, “I know this is hard.“ She stared at the floor of the cave, unwilling to meet my gaze. “But I’m doing my best here, alright?”

      She nodded, rolling a tiny pile of pebbles back and forth between her palms. They, too, caught the same glow of the rockfire, though their heat seemed not to bother her.

      “Sorry,” she said. “It’s just that sometimes I feel so…”

      “Angry?”

      Her head popped up, and she seemed surprised that I shared an emotion with her.

      “Yes,” she said. “None of this has gone the way I thought it would.”

      “I know,” I said.

      But I wasn’t the one smashing rocks to dust back on the beach.

      She put her head on my shoulder and heaved a big sigh.

      “So, what are we going to do now?” she asked. Almara sat silently across from us, his eyes on the stones.

      “Well,” I said, “I figure if the Corentin knows where we’re going, there’s nothing we can do to change that. All we can do is keep him from knowing exactly where we are at each moment.”

      She sat quietly for a couple of minutes, watching the rocks. The red and orange undulated over the surface of the stones like fire inside coal. We all stared at them, mesmerized by the glowing dance.

      “Aster?” she said softly in her small, childish voice. “When is this going to be over?”

      It killed me to hear her talk like this, both because I wanted to fix things for her, and because I wanted it to be over, myself. I was worried about Jade, more and more every day. Her behavior was becoming increasingly strange. And hostile. But I shared the same wish she did.

      When was I going to make it home to Earth? I kept hoping, as these days passed by, for someone, someone who knew what they were doing, to swoop in and magically make things right. But so far, no such person had appeared. While I did feel resolved to continue the job myself, it didn’t take away the hope I had that a savior would arrive to do it for me, and soon.

      I didn’t have an answer, for her or for me. I had thought that all I would need to do to set things right was find Almara. That he could make a link to send me back, and maybe he still could. But how could I want that now? The imbalance of the Fold was exaggerated by the proximity of Earth. Even if I did make it back home, what would be left of my world after long?

      I had read that, when the first drought hit earth two decades before I was born, half the population of the planet perished in just a few years. After the rains came again, the people flocked to the fields, celebrated. Then they realized that the poison from high up in the atmosphere was falling to the ground with the rain, killing the crops. Most people congregated in the towns and, later, the big cities. Soon, only the major metropolitan areas were places people could survive. The larger cities had water treatment facilities that could handle the toxins. And, as time went on, they built giant glass towers where our food was grown.

      Things had settled down. After a while of being consistently fed, the population fell back into the normal rhythms of life, or at least the new normal. Mom told me that things used to be different, that after the change in the planet’s ecosystem, the people had changed, too. Meaner, she said, and more cruel than before.

      But I wouldn’t know. It was just normal life to me. Though, after all I had seen, I doubted that life on Earth would remain as I knew it for long. Change was coming, and unless we did something to stop it, or found someone who could, none of us would survive.

      Jade fell asleep on my shoulder, her question unanswered. I looked down at the top of her blond head, white-blond like me, and wondered what lay ahead for us. And for everyone.

      “You’re not Brendan.”

      His voice was low, but not quite accusing, coming out of the dimness, reaching for me. It was a statement of fact.

      I stared, not willing to believe that he could be finally be coming around. Until this moment, Almara had been some combination of child and pet. Always needing care. Always needing supervision. But now…

      “No,” I said, “I’m not.”

      “Your voice,” he said. “It’s not the same. I didn’t notice it before. You look so much like him. But then, with the blindfold…”

      “Yes,” I said. “I tried to tell you, in the beginning, but you didn’t—you couldn’t believe me.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Aster Wood.”

      “Wood.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I am Brendan’s great, great grandson.”

      “And Brendan?”

      I hesitated, not wanting to bring him pain. But the relief I felt at no longer having to pretend to be Brendan was overwhelming. I went on.

      “He died a long time ago.”

      Almara sighed heavily and put his forehead down into his palms.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “We tried to tell you before.”

      “No, don’t be sorry, child. In war, casualties are to be expected.” He rubbed his temples with the pads of his thumbs, then raised his face and rested his chin on his knees. He sniffed and wiped his eyes. “Who is she?” He motioned to Jade’s sleeping face.

      “Your daughter.”

      “Daughter.” His tone was even, unsurprised. “I don’t remember a daughter.”

      “You wrote us this letter.” I dug through my pockets carefully, trying not to jostle Jade. “You left it for us in a dragon’s cave.” I passed it to him.

      His eyes pored over the paper, confused.

      “I say here that ‘she is the key.’ The key to what?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “We were hoping you would tell us that.”

      He shook his head back and forth as he studied the letter.

      “I don’t remember,” he said sadly.

      “Do you remember anything?” I asked.

      He raised his deep, tired eyes and stared into mine.

      “Burning. He burns us.” His eyes grew wide and wouldn’t let mine go. He seemed determined to make me understand.

      “He, you mean the Corentin?”

      “At first you think you can fight it. You hold on. You keep the goal in mind.” Two tears fell silently to his cheeks as he spoke. “But in the end, there is nothing left but you and him. I just—I just want it—to stop.” He dropped his head back into his hands and rocked his body forwards and backwards on the cave floor.

      “But it is stopping now. Isn’t it?” I said. “I mean, you seem better. In the beginning you would forget who I was every five minutes. But now, now you’re remembering, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t want to remember,” he said to the floor. “I want it to stop.”

      Emotions swirled in my gut. Despair was the first. I understood. His torture at the hands of the Corentin was akin to Jade’s. And the prisoners’ beneath Stonemore. And every other person who had been touched by the evil of the one being intent on bringing chaos and misery to our little corner of the universe.

      But anger also flared.

      “You can’t give up,” I hissed. “You are Almara, one of the greatest seers of all time. It’s your job to fix this. You made the choice, just like me, and now that choice can’t be undone.”

      He shook his head vigorously at my words.

      “It’s too late,” I said. “People are depending on you.” Butterflies danced around in my stomach as I realized that he was listening, he was understanding. Was there still hope that he could help us? That I wouldn’t have to carry this journey alone? “I am depending on you. She is, too. You have to fight him again, force yourself back from wherever you’ve been, and help us fix this.”

      “When I die,” he said, “I don’t want the last feeling I have before the world around me fades to black to be the burning.” He was pleading with me now. “I can’t have that be the last thing I feel.”

      In the far reaches of my brain, a memory of death, an eternal space filled with stars, flitted to the surface.

      “It won’t be the last thing you feel. I died once.”

      He looked up.

      “What?”

      “It’s true,” I said. “I was gone. It was Jade who saved me. She told me my heart stopped for over a day before her magic started to work on me. I was gone, and there was no fire.”

      “What was there?” he asked.

      “Peace,” I said. I picked up a tiny rock from the cave floor and rolled it between my fingers. “It’s not your time now. You fight with us, and when the time comes for you, you’ll have peace. No burning.”

      “No burning?”

      I shook my head.

      His whole body seemed to relax, and his shoulders slumped. He looked exhausted, like a man who hadn’t slept without fear for a hundred years.

      Perhaps he hadn’t.
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      I sat at the mouth of the cave and watched the heavens slide across the sky for most of the night. Thoughts of my father flitted in and out of my mind, and I wondered where he was now. While it seemed unlikely, the little kid in me hoped that it was the Corentin who had made him what he was, not his own actions. Did the Corentin’s power extend as far as the tortured mind of a man back on Earth? I wrestled with the thought, unable to reconcile that possibility with what I had witnessed during my own time with him.

      Someone was to blame. Either my father for refusing treatment for so many years. Or the Corentin for bringing this upon him. Upon me.

      The warmth brought to my body from Jade’s rocks lingered in my bones. It joined a different kind of warmth, a fire of my own, really. Deep in my belly a knot of anger was writhing and growing.

      This Corentin. Was he a man? A monster? Both? It didn’t matter. The only difference the answers to those questions made was in determining how I intended to destroy him. And I was going to destroy him. I was still a kid, that was true. And I didn’t know how or when I would accomplish it; maybe it would take until I was an old man like Almara before I figured these riddles out. But I would do it. Laid out in front of me like playing cards on a table, the tragedies and injustices of my life and the lives of most everybody I had met in the Fold pointed back towards him. I wanted him gone, and once he was, I would take the life he had stolen from me back.

      But I wondered, why? What was the reason that this…being…had become so monstrous? I thought about the things that drove people on Earth to act in these ways. Power. Love. Wealth. These were the explanations adults would give. The words floated in my brain, but I couldn’t attach meanings to them. Was power so addictive that it would eventually make someone desire to burn another person from the inside out? Power was something I had not experienced much of during my life so far. In fact, I had felt completely powerless until jumping to the Fold.

      Suddenly my body tingled with excitement as I remembered myself running through yellow grass beside giant, agile horses. And then another memory, Cadoc fading away as the smoke inside him burst out of every open pathway. And then another, the sound of a hundred iron locks releasing their bonds, and a hundred starved men walking from their cells.

      I realized that I had experienced power, I just hadn’t known it when it was happening. But the experiences that gave me a feeling of power had, mostly, been born from helping another. The things that made me powerful had been from the result of doing something good.

      Did the Corentin’s burning serve any such purpose?

      Thinking about him made my whole face turn down into a snarl. No. The answer to that question was no. There was no purpose other than pure evil in what the Corentin had done to Almara and Jade. No reason that could ever be justified enough to torture and kill and destroy.

      It had to end.

      As the brightness in the sky began to cover over the shining of the stars, I walked back into the cave to rouse my companions.

      They were already awake. Sitting next to each other, they both stared into the rocks in silence.

      “Ready to go?” I asked.

      They didn’t answer, but both of them rose to their feet and collected their things. I tied my shirt over Almara’s eyes, and, holding his hand, led him out of the cave.

      We walked for a time in silence, the covering over his eyes slowing us down. After a while we came to a rough trail worn into the rock. We stopped walking, unsure of what to do.

      “Should we take it?” Jade looked nervously over her shoulder. Almara stood hunched, holding onto my hand like a young child trapped somewhere terrifying.

      “Yeah, I think we should,” I said through ragged breaths. “It will be easier for him.” I inclined my head towards Almara. “And I don’t see how it will make us any more exposed than we already are.” Up here on the bare mountain, with nothing but a tiny spattering of bushes from time to time, we were already too visible. Whether taking the hard path, or the one carved into the rock, if someone had eyes on this place, they would find us.

      We started walking again, and Jade fell into step beside me.

      “What are we going to do when we get there?” she asked. “We have no idea what we’ll find.”

      “I know,” I said, kicking a pebble out of my path. “Erod said it was locked in the mountains. How do you lock up a book? In a cage?”

      “Oh, it’s not in a cage,” Almara said from behind us..

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “It is why our quest took so long,” he continued. “Why we could not simply come here first. We needed the champion to retrieve the book.”

      “Champion?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said, turning his back to us. He fiddled with the top of his shirt collar, and beneath the fabric I saw the shadow of words, tattooed onto his back.

      “What is this?” I said, pulling at his shirt. Several verses were inscribed into his skin.

      “It’s the prophecy,” he said quietly. “I—when I first felt—him, I asked Foramar to do it for me. He completed it just days before the attack on him by the cats of Rohana. I was worried I would forget, you see. But I needn’t have. It was the one thing I never did forget. The words of Jared held the key to retrieving the book all along.

      

      He of the line

      Pure of heart

      Lost in the wilds

      From the start

       

      Untouched by flame

      He ventures through

      In our world, untamed

      To find the true

       

      The last hope of men

      He seeks to reverse

      To find the end

      To end the curse”

      

      Jade and I stared.

      “Say that again?”

      He repeated the words, and I moved back to rest against a boulder, suddenly no longer able to support my own weight.

      “That’s what you were asking about, isn’t it? Back in Riverstone? You kept asking if I had found him, but you never explained who he was.”

      He nodded. “Yes, of course. It was Brendan’s purpose to find the champion. Only he was so brave as to jump as far as Earth. He always believed that the champion would be found there. The man who would lead us to the book, lead us to our salvation. The rest of us searched the Fold. We were meant to meet after he jumped back to Aerit.” He brushed his hands through his ragged hair. “But I was taken before we could. And Brendan. Well, you know.”

      Brendan had never returned at all.

      “But, what are we supposed to do now?” Jade asked hopelessly. “We don’t have the champion. How are we supposed to get the book?”

      “We may yet, girl,” said Almara.

      “My name is Jade,” she said angrily. “And where is this champion?” She gestured at the mountain range that surrounded us. “There’s nobody out here! The only people on this quest are the three of us!”

      “Yes,” he said. “Exactly.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Think of the verse,” he said. “He of the line. Lost in the wilds. Earth is known, among seers at least, as the wild planet. Perhaps our champion is, in fact, in our midst already.”

      “What?” I said.

      “You heard me.”

      “But I can’t be him.”

      “He doesn’t have a magical bone in his body!” Jade protested. “It can’t be Aster. Father, just because he’s from Earth doesn’t make him the champion.”

      Almara smirked.

      “He is of the line. Jared’s line. He has magic, whether the two of you have yet discovered it or not.”

      I may have resolved to destroy the Corentin, but nothing like this had ever occurred to me. Champion? And Jade was right: I didn’t have any power. Except…

      I turned to face her.

      “I can run,” I said. My talent at running faster than a cheetah seemed worthy of noting, especially considering I had barely been able to jog across the hallway back home without having an asthma attack. “And the dream, the dream about Cadoc and Stonemore.” Months ago I had dreamt a premonition about meeting Cadoc, running from him, and it had come true. Very true. And hadn’t my heart problems all but vanished in the last several months? I had to entertain the possibility that what I was experiencing could be related to magic.

      There was only one problem, and my heart fell into my stomach as the reality of it hit me. I didn’t do magic. Not consciously, at least. Magic seemed to happen around me, to happen to me, but I didn’t actively conjure it.

      “Those were coincidences,” she said. Her haughty attitude reared, and her pride spoke for her.

      “You think I want to be champion?” I shot back, getting irritated. “What I want is to go home. What I want is for things to be normal again. But things aren’t normal, Jade! I can’t go home. You can’t go home. None of this is working out the way we’d hoped. So what are we supposed to do? Give up? And do what?”

      “And have a normal life!” she shouted. “Can’t we just do that? Go off somewhere and live and be happy? Why do we have to keep chasing this monster? Father, you could create a link and all of us could go to Earth, away from all of this. Away from the Corentin. I bet that you’d get better, being farther away from him.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But I won’t be better. Nobody knows what will happen to me if I go back to Earth. I could end up back in the hospital. I could end up dead. And, even if not, Earth isn’t somewhere you would want to live. Earth is so—”

      “What?” she jeered. “Safe? Non-magical? Those are things I can live with, Aster. I’ve seen enough magic to last me several lifetimes.” Her voice cracked with her last words, and her lips began to tremble.

      I sighed heavily and tried to take her hands, but when I did she jerked away from me.

      “You don’t understand,” I said more calmly. “Earth is…sick. It’s not like here.”

      She laughed sarcastically through her tears and gestured around at the landscape. “You don’t think this is sick?”

      “This is sick. But so is Earth, just in a different way. Here we fight demons and monsters to try to make things right. On Earth you don’t even have a chance of doing that much. The Earth I know is barren.” And the Jade I knew would wither in a place like that.

      “But on Earth I could hide.” Her voice was small and miserable, and her giant green eyes fell to the ground.

      I put my hands on her shoulders.

      “Listen to me,” I said. “There is nowhere for us to hide. I know it’s hard and it’s horrible, but it’s true. Things aren’t going to get any better by us doing nothing. We can’t get around this one.”

      She refused to meet my gaze.

      “We have to go through it to get to the other side. There is no one else.”

      I released her and turned to Almara.

      “So you really think I’m this champion person?” I asked. He nodded. “But I don’t know any magic. How can I get the book if I don’t know how?”

      He shrugged. “We always thought the champion would know what to do. We didn’t think he would be untrained.”

      “Ugh!” Jade groaned, her temper flaring again. “This is ridiculous!”

      “Look,” I said, “if you want to break the book from whatever weird enchantment it’s under, be my guest. I’m just trying to figure out how to move us forward here.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and glared.

      “Fine,” she sniffed, wiping tears angrily from her cheeks with the backs of her hands. “Father, show Aster how to conjure the magic so he can get the book. Go ahead.”

      He smiled.

      “Well, that’s not a bad idea,” he said.

      She turned and stormed off, taking the rocks two at a time, mumbling curses to herself.

      “We’ll do it tonight,” I said. “When we stop for the night. Ok?”

      He nodded, then stretched out his hand, ready to move on.

      It would have been helpful to talk as we walked, to be able to pick his brain. How do I do magic? How do I raise power from the ground with nothing but my fingers? How do I break a seven thousand year old enchantment with…nothing? But the climb was too steep, and instead of speaking, we spent all of our energy breathing. We stopped for lunch a couple hours later, but Jade was still so irritated that she sat away from us. Almara and I stayed quiet, chewing the stale bread that remained in the pack.

      Later in the day, well before sunset, Jade suddenly fell flat to the ground. At first, I thought she had been struck by an arrow, but when she waved her arm frantically at us I realized she had seen something. Almara and I dropped to the ground and waited.

      Slowly she raised herself to barely a crouch, and approached the top of the nearest rise. Poking her head over the top, she looked at whatever lay on the other side for several long minutes. Finally, she turned and walked back down to where we lay.

      “There’s a village,” she said when she reached us. “It looks deserted.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Pretty sure. There’s no smoke coming from any of the chimneys, and I didn’t see anybody in the streets.”

      I crouched down low and made my way up the hill, peering over the top as Jade had.

      Below, a smattering of stone cottages sat on a small precipice. Off the edge of the mountain, terraced gardens, overgrown with weeds, tumbled down the side. The place did look deserted. But why?

      I waved Jade and Almara to join me, and when she lay down on her belly beside me, her eyes were hard and calculating.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “I wonder why there’s nobody here. It looks like, whoever they were, they left in a hurry.” Apparently she was willing to forget our argument for the time being.

      And she was right. Scattered around the tiny village, tools were left out to the elements. A cart of vegetables lay rotting in the afternoon sun. Nothing moved.

      “Ok,” I said. “Let’s go check it out.”

      “Wait,” she grabbed my arm as I made to head down the small hill into the town. “What if there’s something there, waiting for us? What if he is waiting for us?”

      “We’ll be quiet,” I said.

      “If anybody lies in wait,” Almara’s scratchy voice broke the tension between Jade and I, “they already know we are here.”

      I felt each strand of hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

      “Right,” I said, nodding. “Let’s go.”

      We all got to our feet and made our way carefully down the steep hillside.

      Once in the town, the eerie feeling of the place seemed to seep into our skins. My hands continuously scratched at my shirt, my back, my arms, to try to quiet the crawling feeling that covered me.

      Eight small cottages, no bigger than small bedrooms in size, haphazardly made up the town. Doors were opened, chores left partially completed, meals unfinished on the tables.

      “Where is everybody?” I breathed.

      Almara stopped walking suddenly, shaking his blindfolded head from side to side. Then, he slowly raised his arm in front of him, pointed a shaking finger at one of the cabins. Larger than the others, it could have been a church.

      “What is it?” Jade asked.

      Almara’s lips trembled, and soon his whole body shook, his mouth opened in a silent scream. We moved behind the closest cottage, and he collapsed to the ground.

      “Stay here,” I said.

      I walked back out into the open and approached the church, its wooden door still slightly ajar. A sharp odor so pungent made me cover my nose with my hands. I slowed, concerned, the final steps I took until reaching the entry hesitant. It was too dark inside to see, and when I pushed it open it groaned on loud metal hinges.

      It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light in the space. Bits of dust floated in the afternoon sunlight that poured through the doorway. Then I saw it. The black, charred remains of a skeleton lay stretched across the floor five feet in front of me.

      I stepped back, startled by the find, but my eyes remained glued to the inside of the room.

      There wasn’t just one skeleton.

      There were twenty.

      From the largest man to the tiniest infant, the bones burned black, the bodies strewn about. This was where they had died. Not a single scorch mark marred the surface of the walls. They had fallen in this very spot, in these very poses, as their bodies had burned from the inside out.

      I backed away from the door, running, and then tripped on a stone jutting out from the hard dirt road. I turned over and vomited my meager lunch into the street. Then I scrambled back to my feet and ran.

      It was all I could do to not flee the village, the mountain, and hide. The primitive animal in me had intended to do just that, but as I was picking up speed I caught sight of the faces of Almara and Jade, he with his hands over his eyes, his mouth wide with mourning, her next to him, holding his arm, confused and unsure.

      Tears poured freely from my eyes. I took her arm and dragged the two of them behind a building, out of sight of the horrific scene. Almara slumped against the wall, sliding down to the ground. I fell down on all fours, sobbing.

      “What was it?” Jade asked anxiously. “What did you see?”

      “Why? Why did they settle here on this evil mountain?” Almara wailed. “He burned them! He burned them all!”

      “Who burned them? Who is burned?” Her voice was high and alarmed.

      “You know who,” I said through sobs, wiping my face with the back of my sleeve.

      “You mean, he’s been here?”

      “Someone has,” I said. Or something.

      “He is gone,” Almara said. “He left them…for us.” He croaked out the last two words.

      “What did you see?” Jade said, kneeling down in front of me. “Aster!” She shook my shoulders. “Tell me what you saw!”

      “Bodies,” I blurted. “Bones. Burned. All burned.”

      Her eyes glinted with rage.

      “Why would he do that?” I said to Almara. “Why would anyone do that?”

      “To send a message,” he moaned, rocking back and forth. “Stop the quest.”

      For us? The Corentin had burned all those people until nothing but bones remained, for us?

      “We have to get out of here,” I choked, standing up abruptly. I grabbed Almara’s arm and heaved him to his feet.

      “And go where?” Jade protested.

      “We have to get up that mountain.”

      “Why?” she asked. “So that he can do to us what he did to the people who used to live here?”

      “We need to get out of here. Now.” I was done listening to her argue. I grabbed her arm with my other hand and pulled the two of them through the remains of the mountain village, but every step I took closer to the summit was weighted with my own dread.

      Would he come for us next? No, something told me he wouldn’t. He was playing with us like puppets on strings. If he could see us now, he would be entertained, I was sure of that. He would save our destruction for the end. I shuddered, trying to think of how we might survive this.

      We skirted around the smaller cottages, trying to stay away from that horrible place, but Jade pulled on my arm, craning her neck to try to get a glimpse of the massacre inside. I yanked her away, alarmed by the eager look on her face. But everything in that moment was frightening to me. Every crunch of rock, every whistle of wind, seemed to set me on edge anew.

      As we climbed the hill on the opposite side of the town, I let go of the last of my sobs through my heavy breaths. When we got to the top I stopped, turning, to look back down at the ruined place. No one would ever live there again.

      “Let’s walk for a while,” I said, turning away. “And keep your eyes out for somewhere to hide. I don’t want to be out here for any longer than we have to be. Not tonight.”

      On the outskirts of the town we found another small group of fields. The weeds, like on the other side of the village, were plentiful here, but much of the harvest remained in the ground. We spent twenty minutes collecting root vegetables and greens before pushing on. My fingers pushed through the porous dirt as if sifting through ashes.

      An hour later, as the sun sunk behind the mountain, we carefully made our way into another cave. I took the blindfold from Almara’s head and he slumped down in a corner, drawing his knees up to his chest like a child in the womb. I held the shirt in my hands, wondering just how much of the world it blocked out. I put it up to my eyes, and, sure enough, not a single sliver of light penetrated the fabric. And yet Almara had known about the bodies before we even got within viewing distance.

      Was the Corentin just playing with us? I had thought that if I blocked Almara’s sight, the Corentin would have one more obstacle to face if he wanted to follow us. And it was true, no attack had come. Not to us. But Almara seemed oddly tuned to this place, and to the Corentin, too. I was starting to feel that he knew exactly where we were, and that nothing we could do would hide us from his sight.

      We sat, without fire or warmth, for what felt like hours. Slowly the cave darkened as the day slipped away, but none of us paid the passing of time any attention.

      I stared at the wall, wanting to erase the images from this morning from my mind forever, but not having the energy to fight their reentry each time I tried. I was outdone. Outwitted. Overwhelmed. I had heard so much about evil, witnessed it in Cadoc, felt it in my gut. But nothing could have prepared me for the carnage that had sat smoldering and waiting for me in that church today.

      I was vaguely aware of a sound coming from the corner where Jade sat. First, a soft snap. Followed by silence. And then a low smack of rock, just barely echoing off the cave walls. I turned to her.

      Her hand shot out, catching something in midair. A fly? She held it up to the dying light that came through a crack in the cave, inspecting her prey. Then, studying it carefully, she picked at it with her fingers.

      I sat up, focusing on her more clearly.

      It wasn’t a fly, but some sort of moth. I watched as she gripped onto one of its wings and, before I had a chance to protest, tore it clear off its body.

      “Hey!” I said.

      She looked up innocently, as if she had been doing nothing more offensive than stroking a kitten’s fur.

      “What?”

      “Do you have to do that?”

      She shrugged. Then she looked back down at the little creature and tore off the other wing.

      “Hey, knock it off!” I said, getting to my feet. I was suddenly on fire, furious about the dismemberment of the innocent bug.

      But I was too late. She put the remains of the creature, squirming and writhing, onto a flat stone on the floor of the cave. Her eyes fixed, gleaming, on a second rock sitting nearby. As she watched it, it raised slowly into the air and came to hover over the first. A smirk flashed across her face, and then she brought the rock down hard and smashed the bug flat.

      Smack.

      “What is it with you?” I yelled. “Why did you have to do that?”

      She shrugged again.

      “I don’t know,” she said, uncaring. “I’m bored.”

      “You’re bored?” I asked. “So you torture butterflies to pass the time?”

      “It wasn’t a butterfly, it was a—”

      “I don’t care what it was! Knock it off!”

      My skin was crawling from the sight. What was wrong with her? I stormed out of the cave, unable to look at her any longer. I thought that if I spent another minute in there, I might be sick again.

      I walked up the closest hill, trying to put some distance between us, and thought about all the strange things she had been doing lately. At first, I had just thought that she was upset about Almara. But now I was starting to wonder if something else was going on. Too many times in recent days her reactions had been…off. The smashing of rocks at the beach. The way she tried so hungrily to see the bodies today. And now the moth.

      It wasn’t such a big deal, I tried to reason with myself. It was just a moth. I’d seen Grandma swat at moths on the farm plenty of times.

      But Jade wasn’t swatting at it like it was a pest. She had said she was bored. And she had looked like she was having fun.

      I hadn’t really noticed it until now, but she had been acting weird for days. I had been so distracted by all of the other terrifying things going on that I hadn’t really registered the change in her. For a moment, an icy feeling of dread settled in my stomach. Was Jade losing it?

      “I’m sorry about before,” she said from behind me. I jumped at the sound of her voice, surprised and a little bit frightened. “It’s just, none of this is what I expected. This isn’t how this was supposed to go. First Father, then the whole champion thing, now the murders in the village.” She paused, looking out over the valley. She looked like she was chewing on a thought, figuring out how to phrase it. “No offense, but how are we supposed to teach you magic? Nobody ever taught me. It was just something I sort of knew.”

      “Maybe if you just explain,” I said.

      “I don’t know how to explain,” she said. She picked up a pebble and began passing it back and forth between her two hands. After a moment, the pebble began to hover in the air above her palms. “It’s just something I can do. It’s like we talk to each other.”

      “You talk to the rocks?”

      “Well, it’s not really talking, I suppose. But we are communicating. Just like when Father was able to pull the power from the ground. He asks the ground to give, and the ground finds a way to respond. Like a dance. You move one way and then your partner follows you. It’s an exchange.”

      I eyeballed her, unsure of the girl who stood before me, smiling and friendly.

      Maybe I was wrong about her. Maybe I was just overreacting.

      I picked up a pebble and began passing it back and forth between my hands, as Jade had done. I looked down at it and thought, move. I closed my eyes and asked the rock, move. I did this for several minutes, but the cold little stone did nothing but lay helplessly in my hands. I sighed in frustration and plunked the rock back down to the ground.

      “Try this,” she said. “When you’re holding the rock, you have to give it something. A piece of yourself. It’s almost like an offering. Close your eyes and try thinking about something that only you know, something you’ve never told anyone else.” She closed her eyes, mimicking the motions with her hands, and explained the feeling. “Then imagine the energy in your body flowing through your chest, filling it with light. Then, move the energy down your arms and into your hands. And then, when it’s pulsing at the tips of your fingers, finally, to the rock.” She opened her eyes and looked at me expectantly. “Try it.”

      Something I had never told anyone?

      I gulped as the thought came instantly to my mind, immediately trying to push it back down. I had no happy secrets. And even if I did, with the sight of those burned bodies still fresh in my mind, I would have been unable to summon them.

      Instead the thought that came to mind was dark and hopeless. It was the thought that followed me every day of my life. The thought I tried my best to bury. I looked at her fearfully, but she only nodded.

      I didn’t want to do this. The feeling in my stomach was sick again, like a tiny, aggressive animal was trying desperately to escape it. But I had to try. No one would know. Jade wouldn’t know. Only the rock.

      I closed my eyes. For a moment I saw nothing behind my lids, only black. But then a tearing, burning fear bubbled through my body as I imagined the face of my father. He scowled at me as if he had never seen me before, as if I were a predator preparing to strike out at him.

      Then the pain came. My chest contracted as the truth that only I knew flooded my body.

      He didn’t love me.

      I was useless.

      Alone.

      And I was to blame for everything.

      If only I were better. Stronger. More.

      I imagined the energy of my secret flowing through my fingers and into the rock. Somewhere in the back of my mind I felt sure that, with as much as I was letting go, the tiny stone would explode, not strong enough to handle a lifetime of hurt and fear.

      Move.

      Come on. Move.

      The stone sat stubbornly motionless in my hand. All the pain, all the misery, all the rejection of my pathetic little life was not even enough to convince this tiny piece of Aeso to grow warm under my touch. It lay as still and lifeless as the bones back in that church.

      It dropped from my palm and it clicked against the mountainside.

      I slumped down to the ground beside it. Next to the girl I had saved. The girl I was still trying to save.

      I was broken. As broken as my home planet. As broken as the Fold was becoming before my eyes.

      Jade put her hand on my shoulder, squeezing it a little.

      “You’ll get it,” she said softly. “You just need to practice.”

      I looked up into her jade-green eyes, still young, still here with me. The girl I had seen five minutes ago was gone again, and I was left with the friend I depended on.

      As long as Jade stuck with me, I would make it.

      I picked up another pebble from the ground and tried again and again until the sun finally fell below the land and I could see no more.
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      My torch stretched out in front of me as I entered the tiny stone chamber. Along each roughly hewn wall, books piled up in tall stacks.

      A little man sat at a tiny desk in the corner of the room. The stubby fingers of one hand gripped the side of the desk, the other a feather quill. He hunched over his work, his pen scratching madly at the page beneath it.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      He didn’t look up from his writing, only huffed an irritated sigh at my interruption.

      “I—” I began, but then stopped. How should I introduce myself? “Do you know where I can find the book?” I finally said.

      The quill moved over the paper feverishly as he continued to write.

      I looked around the little space, and leaning up against the far wall stood a narrow podium. A large, leather book bearing Jared’s mark rested on the platform. I looked back to the man, but he either didn’t see or didn’t care.

      I approached the ancient text, my arms outstretched, and ran my hands along its edges. The leather was intricately decorated, the work of a master craftsman, and the grooves bumped beneath my fingertips. I eagerly opened to the first page.

      It was blank.

      I quickly flipped through the hundreds of pages in the great book, searching desperately for a sign that I had come to the right place.

      All blank.

      I looked back towards the man. His eyes stayed down.

      But this had to be it. I knew it. I closed the cover and wrapped my hands around the edges, lifting.

      It didn’t budge. I heaved on the giant thing, but it didn’t move.

      This time, when I looked back at the man, he had stopped writing. He sat staring at me, his thin lips open wide in a malicious smile, revealing pointed, gray teeth. His deep amber eyes gleamed with pleasure.

      My stomach sank to my knees. My heart pounded. I heaved again. This had to be the right book. This was the answer. This would solve everything. It was a trick, like Almara’s maps, that was all. Somehow we would get it to reveal its secrets, and when we did, we would level all the planets in the Fold. We would make things right.

      As I yanked on the book, grunting in frustration, a wicked laugh filled the room, too big, it seemed, to be coming from such a small man. But when I eyed him again, there was no mistake. His mirth echoed off the thousands of ancient books that insulated the space.

      His laugh angered as much as frightened me, and soon I found my strength changing. Coursing through my veins, pumped by my battered heart, could it be only blood? I felt cooled from the inside out, and suddenly the book lost its weight. I lifted it from its platform easily, my eyes greedily taking in every detail of the cover. In my delight at having retrieved the prize, worth more than all the treasures on all the planets, I noticed too late that the sound of his laugh had disappeared.

      And his chair sat empty.

      Low, angry hissing came from the ceiling. I looked up, the book held tightly in my arms, and saw him. Attached to the wall like a spider in a web, the man had transformed. From between his lips a long, forked tongue lapped at the stale air. His hands and feet had become snarls of claws, so strong that they ripped chunks from the granite ceiling. His mossy teeth grew into giant fangs, and his pitted eyes glared at me as a low gurgle erupted from his throat.

      Before I could move, he leapt from the wall, tossing me to the ground. My head hit the stone, and he pushed up on my chin with one of his taloned hands. He opened his mouth wide and arched his neck.

      “Aster!”

      Jade was screaming.

      “Aster! Wake up!” She held onto both of my shoulders, shaking me violently.

      I sat bolt upright, my eyes searching frantically around the cave for the monster.

      “Where is he?” I said, trickles of sweat running down my face.

      “It was a dream,” she said, panting. “You were having a dream. I couldn’t wake you up.” She sat back, out of breath from trying to shake me awake. Almara sat across the rockfire from me, watching, unmoving.

      My breathing came hard and fast, as if I had just sprinted at top speed.  I stood up, examining the small cave where we had made camp, but no beast hid in the corners here.

      These dreams. Only one dream I had ever had had turned to reality. I wiped the sweat from my forehead and rubbed my eyes. I had dreamed of my father, too. I began to shake as I imagined what my world might look like if these new dreams started coming true.

      “What were you dreaming about?” Jade asked. She looked worried and small, spooked by the severity of my dreams, though she could not see them.

      “He dreamt of the Corentin,” Almara’s voice came unexpectedly.

      “What?” asked Jade, whipping around. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I saw it,” he said.

      “How could you see a dream in my head?” The back of my head ached where I had hit it on the floor in my nightmare, and I rubbed at it.

      “I see lots of things.” He hoisted his frail body to his feet and held out a hand for Jade. She took it and stood next to him.

      “If you saw it, then what was it?”

      “I told you, it was the Corentin.”

      “The Corentin is a dwarf-sized man who turns into a hissing monster with huge fangs?” I asked. Suddenly, I felt silly. It had only been a dream.

      “No,” he said, taking out the blindfold and tying it around his face. “The Corentin is every monster, everywhere.” He turned and, running his hand along the cave wall, started walking towards the entrance.

      I stared after him, trying to make sense of his words. They struck me, right in my middle, and I knew they were true. I no longer felt silly at all. It may have been a dream, but it hadn’t been just any dream.

      “I dreamt of the Corentin?” I asked, more to myself than to him. Then, seeing he was almost at the mouth of the cave I ran to catch up with him, blocking his exit. “Does that mean that he’s—is he in my head, too?”

      Almara stopped and turned to me.

      “Did he kill you?” his mouth asked, his eyes hidden.

      “What?”

      “Did he kill you in the dream? Were you dead? Did you feel it?”

      “No, he was just about to bite my neck when Jade shook me awake.”

      He raised his head, almost as if sniffing the air.

      “Then he has not gained entry into your mind,” he said. “Not yet. Do not worry now. When you feel fangs pierce your skin, a knife stab your heart, or,” he shuddered, “flame set fire to your blood, then you worry.”
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        * * *

      

      We walked all morning and afternoon along the orange ridge towards the tallest peak. The road became narrower as we went, but it did not disappear entirely. Sometime, a long time ago, men had carved this path into the skin of the mountain. A few thousand years was a short time in the life of rock, and the scar was still deep and new. I wondered why there was a path here at all. If I were hiding something, I would want to keep it so well hidden I could barely find it again myself when I was done. But this road was pointing us to the book like an arrow at a target.

      Jade had spent the morning eyeballing me, her concern not easing for several hours, as if she expected me to drop to the ground at any moment, never to be awakened again. But as the day wore on, her attitude changed. Her eyes became sharp and hard as she surveyed the landscape, and her feet dug into the mountainside with a level of ferocity that left even me out of breath. For a few hours I let her be, leading us towards the heart of the mountain in her solitary fashion. Maybe, I thought, she just needed a little time to process all of this.

      But I wasn’t sure that an entire lifetime would be enough to process all of this.

      People, lots of people, had done great things long before Jade or I or even Almara had ever existed. Who was to say that we couldn’t join them? Maybe we had a shot at this, at actually balancing the Fold. The twelve-year-old kid in me, the one ignored and abandoned, sick and unworthy in my other life, told me that it was impossible. I tried to rally my spirits, to focus on the strengths that I did have, but the horrors left for us by the Corentin were enough to make me doubt everything I knew about myself. As I repeated over and over the actions I had taken to make these worlds better, the words and stories gradually became meaningless in my mind. Instead, my thoughts turned to what I had seen in that church, and I spun myself in circles trying to imagine a life where such things didn’t exist, my own contributions to our effort forgotten in the shadow of that evil.

      As the mid-afternoon sun beat down on us, Jade stopped dead in her tracks up ahead. I paused, placing my hand on Almara’s chest to stop him, but she didn’t fall to the ground to hide as she had when we had entered the village. Whatever she saw up there, she didn’t seem to be alarmed by it.

      Without even a backward glance, she disappeared over the rise.

      I picked up the pace, dragging Almara along behind me. And when we had crested the top of the hill, I saw why she had left us behind.

      The entire face of the rock was carved. Stretching fifteen feet above our heads, a gigantic representation of Jared’s symbol was permanently etched into the rock.

      Together, we walked to the face. Cautiously, I stretched my hand out to touch it, only flinching slightly at the first contact of the mountain with my skin. I ran my hands all along the wall, searching for a way in, but the smooth surface betrayed no entrance. There had to be a way in. Our path ended here, with no other way up the mountain.

      “How do we get in?” I turned to Almara. He stood before the carving, head slightly raised as though he could see it through his blindfold. My eyes followed his up the face of the rock, and I saw in the center of the diamond something that made my heart stop.

      “Look!” I said.

      An indentation the size of a softball was set into the rock, and from below I could just make out another carving, the same as the first, but much smaller.

      “The stone,” Jade breathed. “Father, it wasn’t a champion you needed. It was only the Kinstone.”

      Almara didn’t respond to this. He just held his blind gaze up at the mountain, waiting.

      I dug the stone out of my bag and held it up above my head, but I couldn’t reach. Jade moved a boulder beneath the symbol for me to stand on. I climbed up onto it and stared at the diamond, face to face.

      The symbol within the symbol twinkled and glittered. I compared it with the stone in my hand, and I knew I had the key to get inside. I looked out over the valley, and just for the briefest moment I wanted to flee. Not because of fear, exactly, but because of what I knew might lay within this mountain of rock.

      It could be my salvation inside. My ticket home. The way to fix everything that had gone so wrong, in the Fold and on Earth, for so long.

      Or it could be, quite possibly, my end.

      Far below me a breeze blew thick green grass so that it looked like a body of water from so high up.

      I turned back to the mountain, gripped the Kinstone in both of my hands, and matched the symbol in front of me to the symbol on the link.

      The side of the mountain shuddered. I almost fell from the boulder, but then got my footing again and jumped down, still gripping onto the Kinstone with one hand. The lightest touch, it seemed, had been enough.

      The rock split apart before us, opening up a long tunnel that dove straight into the center of the mountain.

      Jade and I took a few tentative steps inside. The sides of the tunnel were covered with writing, In neatly chiseled rows, strange ciphers, foreign to my eyes, lined an opening in the mountainside. We walked down the small hill to where Jade stood, brushing the carvings with her fingertips.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “A code?”

      “The book,” I said, slipping my backpack from my shoulders. Many months ago I had stolen a book of codes from Cadoc. Almara’s book, in fact. Now I dug for it in the bottom of the old canvas pack, eager to translate the message on the wall. I felt my hand close around the small volume, and once free of the pack I began flipping through it wildly.

      Every page of the tiny manual was filled with translations from language to language. Letters from our language were paired with their counterparts in at least eight others, but one in particular seemed, to me, to be the best place to start.

      Sabellioc. Language of the dead.

      And I was not mistaken. In the largest letters, the ones placed right over the door, ten symbols of Sabellioc were carefully carved. I flipped through the pages, matching symbols to letters I understood. The first word came together quickly, and I might’ve guessed it had I not had the key to translate it..

      “The first word,” I said, “is ‘fire’.”

      Jade came to my side, peering down at the little book.

      Almara stood still as a statue, his lips moving silently.

      I got to work on the next symbol, and after a few moments the message made itself fully known.

      W-I-T-H-I-N.

      Fire within.

      A shiver ran down my back.

      My eyes met Jade’s, as hard now as the stone for which she was named. What I saw there surprised me, and for a moment I was distracted from our intentions.

      “Are you ok?” I asked, eyeing her cautiously. “You look, I don’t know, angry.”

      I, myself, was feeling a lot of different things at this moment, but angry was not one of them. I was terrified.

      Her lids squinted at my words, but then, just as suddenly, her eyes seemed to melt back to the ones I knew so well.

      “I just want this to be over.” She looked worriedly at Almara, who still stood where we had left him, his lips mouthing words we could not understand. “Let’s just do this and get it over with. One way or another.”

      I nodded.

      After checking a few of the other lines of text against the code book, my suspicions were validated. No other message was written here for travelers to see. In every language on the wall the same warning was displayed.

      Fire within.

      As our feet crossed over the threshold of the entry, leaving the daylit world behind, I hoped that I would be strong enough to keep the fire of the Corentin far, far away.
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      But it was fire that we needed, even three steps into the mountain. The walls that rose up around us were pitch black, and soon we couldn’t see even our hands in front of our faces.

      In a flash a bright blue orb appeared in the tunnel before us, a rock from the mountain turned light as air and bright as any torch by Jade’s powers. It bobbed in front of her as she moved, attracted to her as a moth to a flame, guiding us onward.

      “You alright?” I asked Almara. He looked as terrified as I felt. “Almara?” I asked again, placing my hand on his robed shoulder. He turned his head in my direction and gave a tiny nod, but he didn’t speak.

      “Jade?” I asked. Her face wore a similar expression to her father’s. She may not have ever felt the fire of the Corentin, but her two-hundred-year imprisonment in a mountain not unlike this one had left its mark just the same. She moved closer to me.

      “What do you think is in here?” she said. “What happens if we’re attacked?”

      “Then we run. We meet right here, at the opening of the mountain.”

      “But what if we can’t escape?” Her forehead crinkled with deep worry.

      “We will escape,” I told her. “Nobody has attacked us since we got here, right?” She turned and looked down the long, narrow passageway.

      “Right,” said her tiny voice. Whatever airs she had been putting on seemed to have evaporated. Once again she was a nine-year-old girl, scared of the dark and the monsters that lived there. She knew those beasts only too well.

      My heart thudded in my chest as I regarded my traveling companions. We were no army, no warriors. Madness and torture had left two of our number in a questionable state, while self-doubt and sheer terror left me wishing I could crawl into a hole and let the whole thing play out without me.

      But I could not choose defeat.

      Jade walked first, and I followed close behind her. Almara’s sandaled feet scraped along the rock path, echoing off the walls of the tunnel.

      Down, down, down we went into the deep. Soon my legs were sore and aching. For an hour we walked down, nobody speaking and only Almara’s shuffling stride making it to our ears.

      Suddenly, a sound. I grabbed Jade by the shoulder and stopped her.

      “Do you hear that?” I whispered.

      She cocked her head to one side, listening.

      “It sounds like—”

      “The Fall,” Almara croaked.

      “The Fall?” I asked.

      He pushed past us and moved ahead slowly, running his hands along the rock wall. When he pulled them away, they were damp with moisture. He put his hand up to my face and touched my cheek with it.

      His lips moved soundlessly and he gripped my arm, trying to make me understand.

      “Just say it,” I said. “It’s ok. You can tell me.”

      But he couldn’t. His mouth moved, but no sound came.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Jade asked.

      His hand moved from my face to his throat, his fingers clutching at his sagging skin. Two fat tears fell from beneath the blindfold and rolled down his cheeks before he sank to his knees.

      I stepped away from him, alarmed.

      “Father!” Jade said, falling to the ground beside him. “Father, what is it?” Her hands caressed his hair and face, but he continued to mouth words only he knew, his grip growing tighter around his own throat until he was literally choking from it.

      “Father! Stop that!” Jade shrieked. Then she turned to me. “Do something!”

      But I was stuck fast, unable to move, unable to breathe. I waited, watching him slowly choke the life from his own body. I waited for smoke to come from his lips, for his death to echo my dreams.

      “Aster, please!” she begged.

      Her cry jolted me out of my trance, and suddenly I found I could move again. I pushed her aside and grabbed his hand, wrenching it away from his throat.

      He took in several large gulps of air, the panic on his face slowly receding. He tilted his head backward, his breathing rattling in his ragged throat.

      “He needs rest,” Jade said. “He’s exhausted. We’ve been pushing him too hard and now—”

      I sat back against the wall, breathing hard, still reeling.

      “We can’t stop now,” I panted. “We have to push on, at least until we can find somewhere to hide.”

      “But he can’t talk and he can’t breathe,” she said, tears of her own splashing down now. “What if we keep going and then—and then—”

      “We’ll keep a lookout for somewhere to stop, ok?” I said, looking at the tunnel around us. We were completely exposed here, and while the place was certainly not crawling with guards, if anyone came looking for us we would be easily discovered. “We can’t stop here.”

      She reigned in a sob, swallowing as though her mouth were full of cotton. We both stood up and heaved Almara to his feet.

      “Are you ok?” I asked him. “Can you keep walking?”

      He reached out, not towards my voice, but towards Jade. He found her small, white hand, slipped it into in his own and started back down the path in answer.

      Soon, the descent ended, and we found ourselves on flat ground. With each step we took the sound of rushing water grew until we were completely enveloped by its roar. Slowly the tunnel around us was growing wider, taller, and the blue orb of light cast deep shadows behind the crevices of rock that hung above us. Jade and I gaped at the mountain cathedral as we entered it, and I wondered at how a place like this had ever been created. Somewhere along the slabs of earth that ground against each other to raise this mountain, this enormous pocket of air had remained, untouched, until it came to rest as we now saw it. Maybe, in a million years, the opening where we stood would be squashed flat, filled with rock as the mountain kneaded itself over like baker’s bread.

      Mist became thicker as we walked, and the tiny beads of water that collected from it ran down the sides of the rock. The facets of granite glittered and winked like diamonds in firelight.

      On and on we walked, and taller and taller grew the chasm, until the light of Jade’s stone could no longer reach the roof above our heads. Ahead, our path was ending. A wide opening led us into the empty heart of the mountain, and we no longer needed Jade’s light at all. Far above us the afternoon sun shone in thick, yellow beams through huge cracks in the summit.

      We walked out onto the ledge, a hundred feet wide and a thousand feet long, and carefully crept to the edge, peering over the side. What I saw there took my breath away. The rock fell straight down, thousands of feet down, too far for me to see to the bottom. On the other side of the enormous divide, a sheer sheet of rock shot upward, gradually narrowing until it reached the top. Droplets of mist, like had sprouted on the tunnel walls, fell from the sheet in a cascade, collecting and growing louder as they joined to create a giant waterfall. On our right, the precipice we stood on continued until it met the vertical wall of the mountain a thousand feet away. On our left, the rift continued, but in the distance a bridge of rock arched out over the gap, meeting the wall on the far side, where an opening in the rock beckoned to us.

      That’s the way.

      For a brief moment, standing there on a ledge higher than any I had ever seen or heard of, I almost fell. My head swam from the height and with great effort I stumbled backwards away from the side. I felt sure later that, had I remained standing in that spot another second, six inches from an abyss deeper than I had ever imagined, I would have tumbled into it.

      I ran into Jade and Almara, his hand still in hers. This seemed to be something she was just starting to notice, and she was looking at him curiously when I barreled into them, knocking all three of us to the ground.

      Both of my hands hit the stone floor, and I spread my fingers wide, trying to shake the dizziness from my head.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, irritated.

      “It’s really far down,” I said.

      Jade opened her mouth to protest, but at that moment an unfamiliar sound pierced the air, louder even than the roar of water, and Almara gripped her arm tightly. He struggled to get to his feet, and he pulled both of us back from the edge until we were hidden in the wide tunnel. We poked our heads around the corner, trying to get a look at whatever had made that sound.

      “What was that?” I asked. The sound came again, a twisted combination of a shriek and a roar. It was an animal, there was no mistaking that. But no nature show on TV could have prepared me for this sound. Whatever beast out there was calling, it was unlike anything I had ever heard. And it was big.

      Almara’s lips were moving again, but no sound was coming out. Over and over his lips moved in the same way, a single word that I could not comprehend without his voice behind it. We both stared at him as he struggled, his hand slowly creeping up towards his throat again, panic stretching his face. I grabbed both of his hands and held them down at his sides. He tilted his head backwards, mouthing the word again and again.

      Finally, with an effort that must have cost him dearly, he released what remained of his voice from its tether.

      “Dragon!”
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      Dragon?

      The shriek came again. Each time the sound seemed to echo off different parts of the walls, as if the animal was swiftly moving, sending his voice into different parts of the cavern.

      Almara dragged us away from the ledge, running at full speed back in the direction we had come. The moment we passed back into the first cavern, he turned, leading us both behind a huge boulder at the opening, all as if no blindfold existed at all.

      But I couldn’t be bothered with questioning the blindfold. Instead, I tried to reconcile the image of dragons I had in my head with the look of terror on Almara’s face. Dragons were…cool. How many times had I read a book about dragons? Befriending them, training them, riding them. They were just really big, really powerful, really cranky lizards. And though my heart thudded in my chest with excitement, I felt certain that, if I were really about to come face to face with an actual dragon, no matter how terrifying, I would find a way to make peace with the animal. That’s what always seemed to happen in stories, anyways.

      Almara had slumped to the ground, and Jade held his hands away from his throat. I looked down at the two of them for a moment, and then couldn’t resist looking around the edge of the wall again. I eagerly searched for the beast, excited to see the face of this new creature that was sure to become my companion.

      It did not disappoint. It screeched again as it flew through the narrow chasm, its cries echoing off the cavern walls.

      But it was not what I thought it would be.

      Bigger than the largest elephant on Earth and the color of aged cement, the beast thrust its body into inelegant swoops with enormous, bat-like wings. The skin on them hung like large, supple sheets of leather, and with each beat they made came a great swooshing sound as they fought against the wind. Its scales stuck out from its skin, sharpened on the end of each and every one, giving it an almost porcupine like appearance.

      But this was no porcupine. Thousands of scales glinted in the dim light of the cavern, layer upon layer, sharp as razors. I may have fantasized about stroking a dragon’s scaly skin, but one look at this one and I knew I would never desire to touch it, not unless I was looking to slice off a few fingers. Its eyes were as large as dinner plates, sticking out too far from its skull, with irises the color of coal. It opened its mouth to reveal two long sets of serrated fangs. And, set deeply into the back of its throat, the glow of a deep, intense heat.

      We were transfixed.

      And then Jade screamed a shrill, terrified scream. The dragon’s onyx eyes darted towards us and fixed upon her. For a moment I thought she would freeze, crumple under its steel gaze. But then she turned and darted back into the tunnel.

      I moved without realizing what I was doing, numbly and without fear. I swept down and scooped up Almara, throwing him over my shoulder, only vaguely registering how light the old man felt draped around me. I watched her feet fly away in front of me, focused on them, and wondered if we would survive. Behind me, the dragon blasted us as it shrieked its call to the mountain. Then, as I turned the corner into the cavern, I took one last look behind me.

      It hovered in midair, right above the ledge I had stared over moments before, its wings beating great gusts of wind. It screamed again, and then released the heat from its throat, launching a fireball the size of a house in our direction. The fire rolled and boiled as it billowed out, filling the entire precipice with flame.

      No fire made it into the interior cavern where we hid, but a shockwave of heat burst through the opening, scorching our faces. All of us shielded our heads from the blast, but it was gone as quickly as it came, racing now through the tunnel, on its way to the outside world.

      I flattened my back against the wall, barely daring to breathe, and waited. Jade clung to my legs and Almara sat curled into a ball, his hands over his ears, his face hidden in his knees.

      Again and again the dragon sent his fireballs. He was big, that was for sure, but I wondered how he could release so much force in such quick succession. He must have been drawing his power from another source, just like a seer could, magnifying it somehow.

      And then the attack was over. The beating of the great animal’s wings died, and we were left with only the sounds of the falls and our panicked breathing.

      “Are you ok?” I whispered. Jade was crouched into a ball like Almara now, rocking back and forth, waiting for the deluge to end. I pulled her hands away from her ears. “Jade, are you ok?” I asked again.

      Uncertainty clouded her normally crystalline eyes as she looked up at me. For all of her insistence about our plans, her determination to lead us down the right path, she was still a young, frightened girl.

      I hadn’t been expecting to meet a dragon, but if I had, I would not have expected it to feel like it did. Kiron’s pretty paintings of winged lizards and a lifetime of friendly renditions of dragon tales had left me thinking of dragons as things of beauty, majestic and graceful. Their fire was reserved for the deserving, a weapon to be used against thieves and warriors.

      But this…monster didn’t live up to any of my expectations. Skin like concrete and its awkward efforts at flight were strange and almost comic. The fire, though, when it released its flame, was terrifying. Combined with the cry of the animal the heat from the beast set every inch of my flesh alight with panic. Again, for the second time in two days, I found myself holding myself back from fleeing this place and my purpose here. Couldn’t I just resign myself to living out my life here in the Fold? Did I really have to accept this quest and all the responsibility that came with it?

      The answer sat at my feet. Jade and Almara stared around, she too frightened to speak and he long past able to.  As much as I desired to leave this place with them and never look back, I knew what awaited them on the outside. Almara, wasted and mad, would never be able to reclaim his glory, and perhaps never his mind. And Jade, broken and tired. She would never be able to find peace if I quit now.

      “What was that thing?” she asked, her voice shaking from the effort. She looked from me to her father, but his voice was gone, his mouth no longer moving. He stared at the far wall, dazed.

      “He said ‘dragon,’” I answered.

      She looked down. “I thought dragons were supposed to be, you know, beautiful.”

      Almara shook his head at her words, his face sad and drawn.

      No, I thought. Dragons aren’t beautiful.

      They’re monsters.

      “Forget what the thing looks like,” I said, clenching my teeth. “How are we going to get past it?”

      “Get past it?” she asked. “I don’t want to get past it, I want to get out of here.”

      “We can’t leave now,” I protested, standing up straight again. “We’re too close to finding the book.”

      She looked at me as though I had just slapped her across the face.

      “How do you know that? How can you possibly know where the book actually is? It could be that it’s nowhere near here. What if this is all just a trick? A mad trick to get us killed without risking the loss of the book?”

      “That…thing…is guarding something. And I’d bet anything that it’s the book. Think about it. There are too many signs.”

      “No,” she argued. “We could easily be in the wrong mountain. Or even on the wrong planet. What if the thing that dragon is guarding has nothing to do with the book? What if it’s some other sort of treasure? Maybe we’re in the wrong place after all. Maybe—”

      “You know it’s the book,” I said. “Everything has led us up to this point, including him.” I pointed to Almara’s shaking body, still curled up on the floor. “You know we’re in the right place, you just don’t want to go in.”

      “I just don’t want to be burned alive,” she snapped.

      “We need a plan,” I said, daring to raise my voice above the roar of the water beyond the wall. “We need to get past the dragon.”

      “We can’t get past that thing,” Jade said. “I doubt even Father could do it, even if he weren’t so…so…”

      “I know,” I said. “He’s not in good shape. I know.” Almara shifted his weight and tilted his head up at me. I knelt down and removed the blindfold from his eyes. He blinked in the dim light. Desperation lined his face, and as our eyes connected I understood that we were of the same mind. He might be frail and addled, but deep inside the same desire he had carried centuries before still burned. “He wants us to move on,” I said, still looking at him. “He knows that we must.”

      She stared back and forth between Almara and I.

      “That will be the end of it, then,” she said after a while. “You know that, right? We will die trying to get past that dragon. We will die trying to fix Jared’s mistake. Is it worth it to you? Because it’s not to me.” She looked around the cavern miserably. “I should have known I would die beneath a mountain, someday.” Thin trickles of tears ran down her cheeks. “It’s just not the mountain that I expected.”

      “We might die,” I answered, finally ripping my gaze from Almara’s sad face. It was true, and I couldn’t deny it. “But we might succeed. Either way, if we don’t try then nothing will change at all. None of us have anything to go back to. Earth is breaking apart from the pull of the Fold. Riverstone is abandoned and devoid of life. His mind,” I inclined my head towards Almara, “could heal or it could get worse, even stay like it is now with him trying to strangle himself every five minutes. All I know is that if we don’t try, we fail automatically. If we are able to make it past that monster, we might have a chance. A chance at a real life.”

      She stared at the floor, slowly shaking her head back and forth.

      “Do you want to go back, then?” I asked her. “You can go if you want. I’ll understand.”

      Her head snapped up. “I told you I wouldn’t leave you, and I meant it. But this isn’t the right choice. No good can come of trying to fight something that can overpower us so easily as that monster can. We don’t have that kind of power. And even if we do make it; then what? We spend years, decades, trying to balance the Fold? Do you know how crazy that sounds? It’s going to be impossible.”

      Almara looked at me again, urging me with his eyes to get up, to move forward on this quest.

      But what I didn’t see was how.

      He turned to face Jade, his hand gently cupping her chin and lifting her face until he was looking into her eyes. The look held power, understanding, and…was it recognition? Jade’s green eyes grew wide, unexpectedly faced with the father she remembered. He stared hard at her, taking in every inch of her skin, her brows, running his outstretched fingers across a stray lock of hair that hung down over her forehead. Then he leaned over, kissed her on the cheek, and rose to his feet. She stared after him, her mouth slightly open, unable to put her shocked thoughts into words.

      He opened his arms and walked towards me, embracing me as though he had known me for decades. I awkwardly returned the hug, frowning and unsure. When he released me and gripped his old, knobby hands around my arms, I saw, for the first time, the face of a man who was tired and frail, but unmistakably sane. He placed his hand on my cheek for a fleeting moment, and turned from me.

      And then it all happened so fast.

      He broke away. Before Jade or I could register his movement, he was flying out of the tunnel, across the cavern floor at top speed in the direction of the dragon.

      In an instant, his intentions became clear to me, and they must have been to Jade as well. We did not look at each other or communicate in any way, but at the same moment we both bolted after him.

      I had to catch him. While I had the talent to run at speeds most could never approach, it took me several paces to get up to top speed. I didn’t have that kind of time now. In the several seconds that it took me to start to gain on Almara as he ran toward the unthinkable, I realized what he was about to do. I had to stop him.

      But then he raised his arm and cried out the command that would doom my attempt.

      “Torrensio!” His choked, his raw voice cracked with strain. He ran on.

      The force of the spell knocked me to the ground. In the distance a cry of fury echoed in the cavern. The dragon was coming now, as if Almara had whistled for a dog in the field.

      The shockwave of the Torrensai passed, and I heaved myself up from the ground, determined to catch him.

      He immediately set another.

      This time my back hit the ground first. I rolled and began to push upright.

      And another.

      My head smacked into the granite, and this time when I raised it to see what had become of the ancient wizard, the scene swayed before my eyes.

      He was almost to the edge now. The dragon had crested over the top of the ravine and opened its jaws, preparing to launch another fiery attack.

      They struck at the same moment, the two powerful blows meeting in midair. The Torrensai knocked the dragon backward, but his fire kept moving forwards. It met Almara, still running, and he screamed as it burned his skin.

      Then he leapt.

      I thrust myself forward, desperately still trying to help, to save him. I vaguely registered him vanishing over the side of the wall. I could still get there. I could grab him, maybe. He must be hanging, right now, clinging to the sides of the rock.

      But he wasn’t.

      I reached the edge just in time, flopping down onto my stomach to peer over. A thousand feet below, the tangled, flaming forms of Almara and the dragon descended recklessly into the chasm. The dragon fought, slashing at Almara’s body with his huge talons, but the old man didn’t let go. Down and down they fell, writhing and shrieking, until at last they hit rocks on the edge of the water far below. With a deafening boom, the two exploded in Torrensai and flame.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. It wasn’t possible. We had just found him not but a week ago, after months and months of searching. I gaped at the smoke that rose up from the floor of the ravine, not willing to believe my own eyes.

      Gone. He was gone. Our guide, mad as he may have been, was now dead, lost to us and our cause forever.

      Slowly, my entire body filled with cold, hard dread, and I lay weighted to the ground with the enormous mountain pressing down on me from above. From far below another sound, an impossible sound, pierced through my haze and reached my ears.

      A dragon’s cry.

      How? The dragon was dead, incinerated by its own power, its threat permanently removed by the only man who could have ever faced a dragon and defeated it. My chest squeezed painfully at the thought of Almara, the images of his fall flitting erratically through my mind.

      But suddenly, new images, nearly just as horrifying, replaced them. From far below, three awkward sets of wings inflated like parachutes, pushing through the smoke from the destruction of their leader, who now lay smoldering at the bottom. Their screams of fury echoed throughout the mountain.

      They were coming.

      No, no, no.

      “Jade!” I screamed, not even realizing that I had opened my mouth at all. I turned to find her twenty feet back, splayed out on her back. “Jade! We have to move. NOW!”

      But she didn’t move. Her eyes floated back and forth along the stone ceiling, unreachable. I ran to her and hoisted her up, fully dragging her towards the thin stone walkway and the doorway beyond. I pushed her ahead of me, forcing her to put one foot in front of the other, as she stumbled numbly along.

      Time. This was Almara’s gift to us. Through the calls of the dragons and the rush of water, I heard little but my own breath as I ran for our lives. On the other side of that bridge lay our survival. We were thirty feet away. Fifteen. Then our feet hit the stone.

      The walkway wasn’t more than three feet across, bridging the gap cut by millennia of rushing water. I swayed as the height threatened to bring me to my knees again. I pushed at Jade’s back. As the highest dragon approached, his burning orange eyes became visible, and he opened his jaws wide.

      “Move!” I shouted. “They’re coming!” The dragons swarmed painfully closer with every heartbeat as we crossed the exposed arch. Their shrieks screamed up the ravine walls, and I clapped my hands to my ears, more to block out my fear than to protect my hearing.

      Jade’s feet were leaded, her fastest speed a reluctant shuffle. Was this shock?

      Please, I thought. Please move.

      The three lizards, their scaled skins a horror of knives, got closer and closer. They released their fire, but as it blew by us it dissipated, still too far away.

      Jade whimpered, but I didn’t relent. I jabbed mercilessly at her back. The other side was close, so close.

      As our feet crossed the threshold, the dragons shrieked again. I rushed in front of her, grabbing one of her hands and running as fast as I could, dragging her along. A narrow tunnel opened ahead, and I headed for the protection of its walls.

      Finally, we were in, fleeing the vast open space behind. I pushed her farther, expecting fireballs to be right behind us. But instead of the roar of fire inside the tunnel, I heard explosions back in the cavern. I turned.

      The dragons, instead of focusing their attention on killing us, were attacking the bridge. They were trying to cut us off, to block our escape. Fireball after fireball hit the thin sliver of rock that had held the two sides together, blasting chunks of ancient stone to dust, until, finally, the entire thing crumbled. The remaining pieces of the mountain, still attached by either chance or magic, fell to the ravine below.

      And then, through the opening made smaller and smaller with every step we took, I saw them turn towards the tunnel. The first opened his mouth wide, and from deep within his throat rocketed out the flame I had been running from all along.

      I felt my hair stand on end as I turned and fled. I yanked on Jade’s arm, hauling her behind me. Off to one side a small crevice jutted into the rock, and I pulled her into it. Just in time. Red heat flew past our hiding spot, the rock between us and the tunnel sparing us the worst of the burns. Again and again, blast after blast, fire flew through the tunnel, disappearing further into the depths of the mountain as we shielded our eyes from the heat.

      It seemed to go on forever. I pushed Jade down to a low crouch in the tiny space, and I draped my body over hers. My pack protected my back from the heat, but the underside of my arms seared with pain and I cried out.

      Let it end. Let it end.

      Let me live.

      We seemed to exist without time or space. The light of each blaze flickered all around us, turning the mountain molten beneath our feet, and the air to acid that clung in our throats. I wondered if this was the beginning that Almara had spoken of, what the burning of the Corentin would feel like. And in that moment I felt the same fear he had told me of. I didn’t want to die like this. I didn’t want this burning to be the last sensation I would ever feel before closing my eyes to life. I wanted it to stop, and I feared it would never end, that I would never again feel the cool, crisp air at Kiron’s homestead. Or the cold, freezing air of Stonemore. Or the salty, sticky air of the sea.

      Eventually, it did end. The cries of the dragons faded away as they descended back into the ravine, their revenge expelled for their lost brother.

      I pulled my weight off Jade, slumping to the floor in agony. The skin on my arms was sticky and crisp, like a potato chip just removed from boiling oil. I held my arms out to the sides, unable to do anything more to ease the pain.

      The tunnel was black, the only life in the darkness the hoarse breathing that poured from each of us. Gradually, the air cooled. Gradually, our breathing quieted. Until, finally, we lay side by side, silent, devastated.

      Almara was dead.

      Our escape destroyed.

      And our hope lost.
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      Maybe it was hours later. Maybe it was minutes. Slowly, as the imminent threat of the dragons disappeared again into the depths of the mountain, my brain started working.

      We had survived. Somehow, we had made it through. I pulled out the water skein and trickled water down the backs of my arms. The relief was immediate, if temporary.

      I got to my feet. Reaching down, I found Jade’s arms in the darkness. I slid my hands down to hers and gripped them, pulling her up.

      “We need to go,” I said quietly into the black cave. She didn’t answer, but a sniffle escaped from her, and I felt her tiny form crash into me.

      I held onto her. Her face was drenched with tears, but she did not sob.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to the top of her head.

      She stood still, her body rigid. If she felt comforted, I couldn’t tell.

      The entire midsection of my body was in pain. Not the stinging, burning pain of my arms, but the aching pain of the truth, of realization, of loss. It felt as if I would never feel light again.

      But in the deep, somewhere in the back of my mind, I was aware of the danger we were still in. In the deep, I was still fighting.

      “We need light,” I said. “Can you? You know, with the rock? Jade?”

      She stayed silent, but a moment later a dim blue light lit the space between us. Behind where the rock hovered I saw her face. It was hard and smooth and chalk white. Her tiny hand brushed her nose, and as her eyes dried, they stared ahead, cold and lifeless.

      I moved her back into the tunnel and stared down into it until the light faded away and only black remained. Somewhere down there was our last piece of hope. I moved towards it. She followed.

      We walked for a long time in silence. Every once in a while I would reach out for her hand, just in case she needed the support of knowing that I was there with her. But she refused to grasp it back. Her fingers hung limply in my own, lifeless and without response.

      “Let’s take a break,” I said after an hour. Even the subtle movements of walking chafed my arms, and I ached to rest. She moved her body mechanically and turned to face me.  She didn’t respond. I passed her the water skein. She drank. Then I motioned for her to sit. She sat.

      I did, too, and rested my back up against the uneven stone.

      Her voice pierced through my haze, small and unexpected.

      “Did you see?” she said.

      “See what?”

      “The way he looked at me? Like he—” She didn’t seem to be able to finish the sentence.

      “Like he remembered you,” I said.

      For the first time since Almara’s leap her eyes met mine.

      “Do you really think he did?”

      I hesitated. I didn’t know the answer. But I did know that there was only one answer for her now.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Her eyes searched mine, and instantly grew hard.

      “You’re lying,” she hissed. I pushed away from her, suddenly alarmed.

      “I’m not lying,” I said. She started to get to her feet again and moved away from me. I scrambled up after her. “Look, I’m not trying to lie, it’s just that I don’t know.”

      She turned and walked away, so quickly and with such finality that it surprised me. Where did she think she was going? I stood watching her, unsure of what to do as her orb of light vanished around the corner ahead of her.

      I jogged to catch up.

      “I’m sorry,” I said when I got close enough behind her. “But, you know, he was crazy. And I—”

      She turned and slapped me hard across the face.

      “Hey!” I spluttered.

      “He wasn’t crazy,” she said coldly. “He was tortured. Do you think I’m crazy because of what Cadoc did to me?”

      “No, of course not, I just—”

      Her eyes narrowed, pure hatred clear in the hollows around them.

      “I’m going to get my hands on that book. And when I do, when we get out of this place, I’m going to make a link and send you back. You don’t belong here.”

      “But Jade—”

      “I don’t want you here.” She seethed with anger. And she said the next words slowly, so that there would be no mistake, no misunderstanding. “I want you gone.”

      Her wish struck me like a two by four, much more forceful than her slap. I stepped backwards, as if she had actually struck me.

      “Jade, I lost him, too,” I said. “This whole thing, this whole journey, is lost without him, and so am I.”

      “It’s not about the journey,” she yelled, stomping her tiny foot on the stone path. Around us the walls of the mountain shook with her power. “This isn’t some game. This is my family. Don’t you understand?” She lowered her head and looked up at me from beneath her brows. Chills ran down my spine. Her voice was low and dangerous. “My family is gone.” The rock all around us buckled, pushed away from her as a magnet repels against its brother. Stones the size of watermelons fell to the floor, ripped free from the cave ceiling.

      I took several steps backwards. “What about me?” My voice sounded frail, weak, even to my own ears.

      She stood up tall, taller than usual, and the bitterness behind her tirade slammed down on me, more forceful than any physical display of power.

      “You are not my family. You are a child who came here by horrible accident, nothing more. And when you return to your planet, you will be a child still. You have no power.” Her stony glare gave no hint of a lie. She lifted her face to the air, emanating superiority. “You are nothing.”

      I dropped my eyes, shamed despite my anger. No one had ever said it outright to me before, but I had felt this way so many times in the past that I didn’t doubt her. I was incapable. Unworthy. Abandoned. In my core, I knew that her words were true. They must be true, because I could feel their validity in my swirling stomach.

      And as I studied the granite floor of the mountain, I barely noticed when she walked away, taking her light with her.
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        * * *

      

      I stood for a time, watching nothing, in the darkness. For what felt like hours, I was alone in the black. I didn’t think. I barely moved. Not unlike my time spent among the cosmos after Cadoc had finally stopped my heart, I simply existed, though here no stars twinkled to keep my eyes alight.

      Then, slowly, a strange thing began to happen. A sound, faint and thin, penetrated through the dark and reached my ears. Maybe it was a dragon’s cry from far off down the tunnel. Maybe it was an echo of the torrent of water that fell down the slick cavern wall. I didn’t know, and I never found out, but the jolt from that tiny vibration through the air awakened me. A cascade of thought began to spark in my mind, and a cascade of steady beats began to thump in my chest. And one thought, more than any of the others, floated up to the surface from the depths of my soul.

      Jade is wrong.

      I pushed off the wall and began following her through the pitch black tunnel, absently stumbling along in the miserable wake she had left behind. The path was narrow, and if I held my arms out wide I could feel the stone beneath my fingertips, guiding me along.

      Back in Stonemore I had become lost in the alleyways that snaked between the buildings. I had panicked then, passed out, even. But I didn’t panic now. I wasn’t lost.

      She doesn’t know me.

      I was different now. When I got lost in Stonemore so many months ago, I was so frightened that my fear had completely overtaken me. Now, having just witnessed some of the most horrifying things of my life, I was somehow able to keep the fear at bay. Beneath the skin on my chest my heart thudded a steady, even rhythm.

      Hadn’t the doctors always told me that I was too ill to do anything? That my heart would give out, that I should fear that moment when it came, and that I should focus all of my efforts on protecting myself?

      And I’m not nothing. Not by a long shot.

      Well, they had been wrong. My heart was healed now, stronger than the doctors or I could have ever imagined possible.

      They were all wrong about me. All of them.

      She had just stood there, spewing the hateful words born from her pain, trying to convince me that I was worthless, trying to tell me that everything I had ever feared was true.

      But I wasn’t worthless. I knew I wasn’t. And the reason I knew was pounding harder and harder in my chest right now.

      She could try to deny me my rights to be part of this family. She could take out all of her misery on me, blame me for everything. But no matter how harshly she criticized me, demeaned me, she wasn’t right. I was part of this family, whether she liked it or not, and there was no denying it. She could accuse me of being powerless, and it was a feeling I knew well. So many years of my life I had been powerless, I really had been.

      But I wasn’t anymore. I didn’t know if I would be able to take the book, if I would ever learn the magical ways of this land beyond my unexplained health and speed. But I wasn’t powerless.

      My pace quickened, and soon I felt my feet begin to pound hard on the stone floor. I ran as fast as I dared after Jade, after the book, after the life that I and everyone deserved. I was going to beat this thing, beat the Corentin, and there was nothing Jade or anyone else could do to stop me.

      And once I did, once the dust had settled and everyone was able to think clearly again, I was going to set things right with Jade. If that day came and went, and she still believed the words she had just slung at me, then I would return home, alone, and she could keep this fold in the universe all to herself.

      But she couldn’t take away what my time in the Fold had given me. She couldn’t take away who I was, who I would become, or the hope that slowly inflated my chest now as I ran after her.

      Nobody would ever take that hope from me again.
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      When I crossed the threshold into the room at the end of the tunnel, filled to the top with exhilaration and determination, I hadn’t expected to find Jade as I did. She was sprawled out on the floor, leaning on one elbow, rubbing the back of her head with her other hand. I looked around the room, trying to figure out what had happened.

      And my bubble of hope deflated with an almost audible pop.

      This place was familiar, very familiar. Books lined up along the cut stone walls, and a pedestal in one corner held propped up upon it the largest of them. The leather tome stood on the platform, and cut deeply into the cover was the mark I had come to know, the mark that said we had succeeded.

      But joy did not flood me as I had expected at finding the prize. No feeling of satisfaction permeated my chest, and instead I almost fell to my knees. This was the room from my dream. No good could come from this place. All of that effort, the climb, the bodies, Almara lost, Jade’s hope destroyed, and this was to be our reward.

      Gasping, I searched around for the goblin who had haunted me the other night, reeling from the lingering threat of his long, sharp teeth. The attack would come from…where? Above?

      Within?

      But no other being joined us in the room. And my insides seemed intact. I cautiously knelt down to where Jade lay, my eyes darting from wall to wall, waiting for the attack to come.

      “Are you ok?” I breathed. She shoved me away and rolled over to her other side.

      “I’m fine,” she grunted. “I don’t need your help.”

      “But what happened?” She didn’t speak. I searched around the room for the answer she wouldn’t give.

      I stood up, transfixed. What did this mean? When I had dreamed of Cadoc so many months ago, a lot of what I had dreamt had come true. Was this what was happening now? Was I somehow able to see the future? I shook my head to clear it, but the questions only multiplied in my mind.

      “What happened to you?” I asked again, harder this time. She stared away from me at the rock wall, heaving with emotion or effort, I didn’t know. She stayed resolutely silent.

      I slowly approached the pedestal. Reaching the ancient volume, I reached out to feel the tattered, crumbling leather. A sizzling sound filled the tiny space, and I snatched my hand back from the book. The sizzling stopped, and I inspected my hand, expecting to find a burn I hadn’t yet felt. But it was unchanged, not injured in any way. I reached out again. The sizzling echoed again and I heard Jade gasp behind me, but this time I didn’t pull back my hand. Instead. I grasped the book with both hands and removed it easily from its throne.

      I turned to Jade and found her eyes wide, staring at me as if I had just pulled the sun from the sky with my bare hands. Then her face changed, a shadow falling over her features, and her eyes became as hard as the stone she was named for.

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” she growled.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, looking from her to the book and back again.

      “It doesn’t change anything,” she continued. “It’s nothing more than a trick. Cooked up by Cadoc or the Corentin or you, even.” She got to her feet and smoothed out her clothes with shaking, pale hands.

      She tried to take it, I thought.

      Tried and failed. That was why I had found her on the ground when I had entered.

      Then how did I do it?

      I stroked the leather of the book absently as I studied its cover, trying to solve the puzzle of how the book had come to rest in my hands. Was it true, then? Did I possess some magic I didn’t know of?

      The jolt that rocked through the mountain came so hard and fast that I almost lost my footing. Jade did, and was launched against the doorway. Another one came, cracking through the rock, and this time I hit the ground. When I looked up to see if Jade was alright, she had fled the tiny room.

      “Jade!” I hollered. I got to my feet and quickly stashed the book in my backpack. It just barely fit. Then I went after her. Her blue light was already disappearing around the corner of the tunnel.

      “Hey!” I yelled. “Wait up!”

      But she didn’t wait. I started running again, and with the next lurch of the mountain was knocked sideways into the tunnel. I didn’t care. I had to catch up to her. Had to explain…somehow…that things weren’t what she thought. I had to win her back. We had the book now. We had a chance.

      The floor shook again, and quickly my thoughts shifted to saving my own life. Pebbles pried loose from long ages of supporting the mountain rained down on my head, and I struggled onward. As I approached the entrance to the cavern, the screeching screams of the dragons washed over me. Beyond the protection of the tunnel, I could see them flying haphazardly through the air, crashing into one another in their panic.

      Jade was walking determinedly towards them.

      “Wait!” I yelled.

      But she walked on. Purposefully, quickly. She betrayed no panic as she entered the cavern, and both of her arms raised wide and high above her head as she reached the place where the bridge had stood less than an hour ago. She turned back and glared at me.

      And suddenly I understood.

      She was mad.

      Her brows angled downward over her malicious, near-black eyes. Her whole body glowed with a sickening green, and the tendrils of her power cut long, jagged lines deep into her flesh. She seemed not to notice or care, and walked away from me, out into the fray of the canyon.

      Rocks the size of bowling balls flew upwards at her silent command, and the bridge reformed in an elegant arch beneath her feet. She strode onto them fearlessly as they swirled up from the floor thousands of feet below, fitting together over the great chasm as if an artist had spent years connecting them. She glided with an elegance that wasn’t her own across it.

      When I reached the cavern I stopped, watching her retreating back, eyeing the panicked dragons. They paid me no attention, instead screeching as enormous boulders tumbled from far above. Then the far dragon was knocked down beneath one, and his brother dove after him as he plummeted to the roaring water below.

      The sound of tumbling rock brought me back to myself. I looked back to Jade and saw with horror that the bridge was crumbling in her wake. She released the stones from their positions as she moved across to the other side until she was standing atop a bridge that was floating in midair.

      The ground far below seemed to buck and sway beneath me, threatening to undo me. It had to be now. I took a deep breath and leapt onto what remained of the path after her. I scrambled and stumbled to keep up and stay standing. The stones slipped from beneath my boots as I ran, barely able to move fast enough to keep my feet on the solid portion of the bridge.

      In moments, Jade had reached the other side, and the bridge was falling faster, all at once now. I was ten feet from the edge. Five. Two.

      And then the last of the stones were gone, falling powerless to the misty depths below. I leapt just in time, grasping the ledge on the other side of the chasm.

      “Jade!” I wailed. “Jade! Help!”

      But she didn’t come.

      My legs flailed as I tried to find somewhere to place my feet. My toes found purchase on a slim shelf of rock, and I balanced precariously.

      “Jade!”

      Around me the place was coming to pieces. The mountain came down in chunks as large as skyscrapers, and in the back of my mind I noticed that the dragons had gone silent. The roar of the falling rock outstripped every other sound, and I could barely hear my own voice as I called for her.

      I dug my fingernails into the rock and pushed off my toes, hard. I was able to plant both elbows on the flat ground above, and then swung my leg around the edge, hoisting my body over until I lay, panting, on the edge of the precipice.

      My rest was short-lived. Above, a boulder broke loose and crashed against the chasm wall as it bore down on me. I rolled to one side, the chunk of mountain barely missing me and hitting, instead, the edge of the rock that had once been the footpath to the bridge. The massive weight of the stone tore away the ledge, and I scrambled towards the tunnel that had brought us here. As I ran, the chasm collapsed in earnest. As the last of the light that shone down from the peak of the mountain was blotted out by a mass of stone, I reached the tunnel.

      I didn’t stop. My arms held out in front of me like a blind man, I moved through the black tunnel as fast as I could, wishing for the daylight on the other side. The mountain shuddered and jolted, tossing me like a rag doll up against the jagged sides of the tunnel. My arm bashed against the hard rock. Then my temple was cut open as I was thrown to the other side.

      But I ran on, wishing to find Jade’s light up ahead, willing it to appear before me. I had, strapped securely to my back, our salvation. I knew it for certain now by the crumbling mountain around us. And we both needed that salvation now more than ever, for in her eyes roared a new emotion: hatred. Hot, angry fire.

      Corentin fire.

      I had to get to her.

      But I only made it a few steps farther. I stopped, my breath coming in ragged gasps, tightness clenching my chest for the first time in many long months. My mind reeled. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get to her. She had left me hanging from that ledge, dangling an inch from certain death, and she hadn’t even looked back. My chest burned with anger at her betrayal.

      Through the darkness I saw her black eyes staring back at me, and I was reminded that it wasn’t her fault.

      But part of me was happy she was gone. Let her go. Let her get out there and see that facing the Corentin, alone, was the wrong choice. Let her learn for herself what she had lost when she turned her back on me.

      Almara.

      My insides grew heavy with loss again as I remembered his absence. If only he had remained. He was the last thread, Jade’s last slim link to sanity, and that thread had broken along with his brittle body as he had jumped from the ledge to ensure our success at retrieving the book.

      Jade.

      In so many ways she was still just a little girl, and while I was only a few years older, I could see her youth clearly. Maybe the torture of that mountain prison, for her, had continued all along, was still happening right this moment.

      I pushed myself off the wall and continued slowly down the black tunnel towards the outside world beyond. If she hadn’t left me behind, if she was still on this mountaintop and able to be found, then I would stick with her. I would follow her if she refused to travel alongside me. The image of her gripping the Kinstone flashed in my mind, and I realized that my chances were slim. Surely she must be already gone, jumped away to someplace new, searching for a new kind of salve for her wounds. I shuddered as I considered what types of relief the Corentin’s power might drive her towards.

      The only thing that kept me moving forward was the fact that I now held the book. A chance at victory swung awkwardly in the pack, bumping against my back as I walked. I had no idea what was written in its pages. No idea if I would have the power to use it to set things right. But just knowing that I had the thing was enough for now. I had succeeded beyond the conquests of any who had come before me. Seven thousand years it had been locked away in that tiny room, and now it was broken free, a weapon to be used against our enemies.

      I gulped, hoping that Jade would not fall so far to the Corentin’s fire as to be counted on that list.

      When I finally saw the light of the fading afternoon up ahead, relief flooded through me. The hot, sticky air of the bowels of the great mountain suddenly became stifling with the promise of the cold, crisp breeze mere steps away. I emerged from the tunnel exhausted, like an aged man forced to run a great distance. Dropping the pack from my back, I collapsed to the ground. I scanned the mountainside, but Jade did not betray her location. I lay back and breathed deeply, the view of the darkening sky above an immense relief to my tattered spirit. Then I heard it.

      Laughter.

      The sound was high and strained, like a guitar string pulled to the verge of snapping. I scrambled to my feet and started down the mountain in the direction of the noise. It became louder and louder, practically ringing in my ears as it echoed off the boulders. The sound sent shivers across my skin, growing louder with each step I took. My stomach turned uncomfortably. As I crested the small hill on the edge of the destroyed village, I saw her.

      Jade stood in front of the small church, her face stretched into a wide, wicked smile. She was staring inside, and I knew what she was seeing. That same pile of burned bodies that had made me recoil and flee, she now found humor in. I stood still, gaping at her in horror and disgust.

      Slowly, lazily, her head turned, and her eyes met mine. Her laughing ceased as she regarded me, as if considering the possible solutions to a puzzle. But then, as I lifted my boots from the granite and ran towards her, she raised the Kinstone above her head and vanished.

      I slowed as I reached the bottom of the hill, bending over to catch my breath when I got to the front of the church. On the ground something caught my eye. A figure from inside the building had been brought out, the bones arranged in a disgusting spectacle at the doorstep. The legs were set at odd, bent angles, as if the bones were frozen in time, mid-flight. The arms folded over the chest, both hands cupped together where the heart, had any remained, would reside.

      I raised my hands over my own chest, the memory of being unable to breathe forever entwined with that gesture. How many times back on Earth had I struck that very pose?

      And the skull, twisted backwards, as if glancing back at a predator.

      Why had she done this? I moved closer and, leaning over, saw the message Jade had left for me. Cut deep into the forehead of the skull, the shadow of Jared’s symbol stared up at me in the fading light.

      I fell to my knees as realization washed over me.

      It was me. This broken and burned victim of the Corentin was me. Would be me.

      Her threat hung in the air all around, weighted me to the mountain so that I could barely move. Finally, the truth of what had transpired, and the truth of what was to come, hit me. Loss has a greater impact, sometimes, than fear. And now I truly understood.

      Jade of Borna, my friend, was gone.
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      I must have slept, because I didn’t become conscious again until late into the night. I lay sprawled at the feet of the skeleton that bore my name and watched the sky.

      In the end, the Corentin had never come for us at all, never showed his face to prevent us from gaining the one prize that might be his undoing. Instead, we had scurried through his maze like little mice, falling right into his carefully laid trap. Perhaps he was watching us from afar somewhere. Or perhaps his attention had already moved elsewhere, to more important targets.

      Though I now held the book, it didn’t matter. His deed was done. Our party, our quest, our family, was destroyed. Without them, I couldn’t see how I could make one bit of difference in these speeding, reckless worlds, book or no book.

      For a while I didn’t move. Hopelessness belonged to this night. Maybe tomorrow I would rally, but tonight I mourned. As the stars twinkled and shimmered in the heavens, I was reminded of my long sleep, taken without choice after Cadoc had smashed my chest, and my life, with the heel of his boot. I was technically dead then, and I had floated among the stars, becoming one of them after the the last bit of life had drained from my body.

      But, after a long, long time, Jade had wrestled me back into the living world. Bit by bit, her magic had pulled me from the peace and serenity of the stars and returned me to my body. Maybe, a tiny, hopeful voice said, I could do the same for her.

      But I don’t have magic.

      Ah, but I did. I had taken the book when she had been unable to. That was at least something.

      But I don’t know how to use it.

      That was true. I had experienced magic, had felt it coursing through my veins as I flew across the grassy plains, faster than any creature, man or beast. I had gripped the edges of the book easily, as if it were nothing more special than a library hardback. But I had no control over whatever this power was. I couldn’t use it at my will. Though, maybe I could try to learn.

      I can’t learn. Jade already tried to teach me, and I failed to create so much as a spark.

      But maybe, deep down, Jade hadn’t wanted me to learn. And I remembered that, by then, she was already wrestling with the power of the Corentin over her mind.

      As I wrestled with questions I had no answers to, the sun pierced through the night. I sat up and pulled my pack over, opening the wide, drawstring top.

      The book was more awkward than heavy, and time had all but crumbled its cover. I opened it, the one true hope that remained to me, and eagerly searched its pages.

      I nearly threw it off the mountaintop when I discovered that they were blank.

      My hands gripped onto the corners of the ancient parchment, and it was all I could do to keep from crumpling them inside my fists. But when I pulled my hands away, instead of empty pages, markings were left where my skin had touched the paper.

      I ogled at the sight, and then frantically rubbed the palms of my hands over the surface. Like bread toasting in the oven, deep brown lines burned into the pages everywhere that had made contact with my skin.

      The first page was a simple list. Eight planets.

      Aeso

      Aerit

      Aria

      Barta

      Dursala

      Grallero

      Thalio

      Yunta

      Then, sections for each planet split the book into chapters. Within each, drawings, measurements, maps, locations. I studied the drawings in the Thalio section, and a tiny line of text caught my eye.

      2 gold stones

      I flipped through to the next section and found a similar notation next to the drawing on that page.

      5 gold stones

      Fear tingled in my chest as I began tearing through the book, scouring it for the notations, adding in my head as I counted the number of gold stones required by each place.

      When I had finally flipped to the end, I had it. Twenty four. I wondered how big a stone was. I picked up a pebble that sat next to my foot and rolled it around in my fingertips. It was the size of a pea. Next to it on the ground sat another, larger rock, this one the size of a golf ball. I gulped.

      3 gold stones. 5 gold stones. 9 gold stones.

      My heart sank slowly, drifting gently downward until it rested heavily on my stomach. I turned the last page and rubbed my palm against it, hoping for an answer to the problem I knew made my task impossible.

      A small diagram was set into the center. A circle, not as small as a pea, nor as large as a golf ball, and two lines of measure along the top and side, was drawn on the page. I exhaled my held breath, partly relieved, partly distraught.

      To balance the Fold I needed gold. A lot of gold. It would be nearly an impossible task to acquire that much treasure here. I had seen the hungry eyes of the sailors on the ship, the shocked faces of the Solitaries in the village. Gold would be all but impossible to find. But as I eyeballed the golfball sized rock next to me, I was forcibly reminded that things could be worse. These units of measure, these stones, were really quite small. Maybe it could be done. Maybe a cache of gold lay somewhere in the Fold, yet undiscovered.

      But in my heart I knew it wasn’t true. The image of a solid gold dagger and a small chest filled with a life’s collection of thin, gold chains flashed in my mind. I had seen those things back on Earth, in Grandma’s attic. On Earth, the necklaces would be easy to collect over time. Valuable, yes, but not out of reach to one with determination to acquire them. They were, I was sure of it now, Brendan’s. Even though he was trapped on Earth for the rest of his life, he had never given up hope that he would one day return here. He had prepared for that day until he finally drew his last breath, and the treasure he had collected, the means by which he could balance the Fold, lay hidden in the attic still.

      I understood this book, this mysterious guide to saving our little piece of the universe. To do it would require connecting the pieces of the giant organism of the Fold carefully together so that they operated in harmony. Each planet had a balancing point, one that had been robbed of its center piece. The solution was laid out before me in these pages. It wasn’t rocket science. But it was impossible, nonetheless.

      I scoured through the book, hoping to find some other way, until the sun was nearly overhead. When I had reached the limits of my hope, unable to negotiate any further with the stark reality I faced, I finally put the book away.

      I looked up at the church, at the body that had been desecrated with Jared’s mark still splayed in the doorway. I stood and began searching through the abandoned dwellings. It wasn’t long before I found a thick-handled shovel near the side of town where the crops grew. I began digging into the dirt, softer here from years of tilling. Then, one by one, I moved the crumbling remains of the inhabitants of this land to their graves.

      And still I silently wrestled, fought for another answer.

      I was alone now.

      The dirt slid from the shovel blade as I gently sprayed it onto the dead.

      I needed help. I needed guidance.

      The sun burned the back of my neck as I worked.

      I needed gold. To jump anywhere or fix anything I needed gold. But where? There was none left in the Fold but for that in the Frame I carried. At least, I had never seen any. Even if I had dared use it for any of the many tasks ahead, destroying the frame in the process, it would never be enough. I had a journey before me that would require at least eight jumps, at the cost of eight pieces of gold. Not to mention the pile I would need to create the many balancing pieces needed for the job.

      I needed a friend. Someone else who could share this burden.

      This thought brought me up short. For the first time in my life, I realized that I had a few to choose from. Jade was gone, yes. And Almara. But if I could somehow reach Erod…

      Sweat stung my eyes and I wiped my brow with my old shirt, Almara’s blindfold.

      No, Erod was on another planet, and Jade had taken the Kinstone. Even if I had possessed the gold to try to make a link that could take me far enough to reach him, I didn’t have the knowledge to draw the power from the ground.

      But I was on Aeso.

      Hadn’t that been what Almara had said? ‘The Fire Mountains are not far. They lie practically in Stonemore’s backyard. But proximity matters not. It was the key to entry that we sought all along.’

      Just how close to Stonemore was this “backyard” I was standing in right now? I fumbled with the link necklace Kiron had given me before we separated. It had worked once before, back on the ship. We hadn’t been torn to pieces or ended up floating in space. Maybe I could use it to find my way back to the great walled city.

      When I had left Stonemore, the town was tangled in the heat of battle. Had Kiron, Chapman, Owyn, my friends, survived? And even if they did survive that one battle, what were the chances that Cadoc had murdered them after the fighting had quieted down?

      I gently placed the last skull, the one so roughly carved, into the shallow hole that would be this man’s final resting place.

      “Good luck,” I said to it. I didn’t know why. Good luck in the afterlife, if there was one? Good luck to the boy who carried the name carved into the skull? I gently covered the last piece of life from this place with the remaining pile of dirt at my feet.

      It was done. I leaned on the shovel and looked at the small mounds of earth that marked the place where the bodies lay. I wanted to say something, to honor their sacrifice in some way. But I was no orator, had never even been to a funeral. So I settled for something simple and clear.

      “Be at peace.”

      Nobody was there to hear me. No mourners cried. No wind rustled the leaves of the shrubs dotting the mountainside. No birds called in response to my voice.

      I looked out over the vast, green valley below. Stonemore it would be, then, to start. Maybe there I would find the help I needed. And if not, well, I would just have to figure it out as I went along.

      I fumbled with the heavy stone necklace that rested on my chest. It could offer me an easier journey, an easier search. I had no map, after all. Only the tentative knowledge that Stonemore wasn’t too far. But after all I had been through, this detail didn’t trouble me much. I was once again setting out, without direction in a strange world.

      I would use Kiron’s link, but not yet. I needed time. Time to think. Time to understand.

      I turned and, gathering my things, took the first steps away from the small, shattered village. I wondered where Jade was, if she was alright. I hoped that, someday, I would be able to find her. Not just find her, but reach her. And bring her back.

      As I passed the last fencepost of the growing fields, I began, alone, the descent down the mountain, and into the wilds of Aeso.
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        Thank you for reading. Visit Amazon to pick up the next book in the Magic Doorways series,

        The Dark Guardian.
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