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Chapter 1







Alec Diamondspear had never seen such beauty before. 

He’d  seen  beauty  in  his  life,  certainly.  In  fact,  compared  to most  young  men  of  his  age,  he’d  been  positively  privileged.  He’d grown  up  in  the  stately  halls  of  the  Archon  Temple,  raised  with  the monks  in  their  ancient  monastery,  and  been  sent  to  the  Royal Academy of Magic to learn to wield the elements. In his short time in the  world,  he’d  seen  magical  beasts  fly  through  the  midnight  sky, watched  a  dragon  evolve  right  in  front  of  his  eyes,  and  fought  his own reflection in a hall of mirrors. 

But he’d never seen anything quite like the Haunted Isle. 

Alec  stood  at  the  side  of  the   Titan’s  Claw,  the  magically controlled  airship  created  by  the  inventor  and  magician  known  as Maimonides  the  Shadebringer.  He  stared  down  at  the  enchanted island.  Strands  of  the  magical  mist  that  shielded  the  island  from normal  discovery  enshrouded  the  coasts,  covering  the  golden beaches  and  reaching  to  the  bases  of  the  green  treetops.  Despite the name, the Haunted Isle appeared to be  quite  green—a veritable jungle paradise, the air balmy and warm against his Academy robes. 

Small birds flitted from tree to tree, filling the air with exotic calls and songs. 

Alec smiled. On his lips, he could still taste the kiss he’d just shared  with  Eleira,  his  beloved.  The  elf  girl  stood  a  few  feet  away, chatting  with  Maimonides  and  Alison  Raleigh—the  latter  of  whom called this island her home. According to Alison, it was the hideout of a  group  of  rebels  known  as  the  ‘Inscribers’:  a  cadre  of  commoner mages dedicated to stealing the grimoires of the noble houses and spreading magical ability to the masses. To most of the kingdoms of men, Alison and her friends were criminals—but they were the only ones who would give Alec and his group of friends refuge now. 

Everyone aboard the  Titan’s Claw  was a traitor to the crown. 

Oh,  not  by   choice,  of  course.  Alec  had  never  thought  of rebelling against his so-called betters: like most lads his age, he tried to think of the ruling classes as little as possible and live his own life. 

But  thanks  to  Dean  Jonas  Wolfe,  the   emeritus   of  the  Royal Academy,  Alec  and  his  friends  had  all  been  branded  as  terrorists. 

The fact that the Dean of the Academy was himself secretly a spy for the forces of Chaos seemed not to matter a whit: without hard proof, it was Alec’s word against the Dean’s. And once the magical world learned that the heir of House Diamondspear freed the traitor Alison Raleigh from the Academy’s dungeons…

That ‘traitor’ walked across the deck of the  Titan’s Claw  now, beaming down at the sight of her homeland. Had Alec been thinking clearly  from  the  beginning,  he  would  have  realized  something  was up  with  Alison  Raleigh  from  the  first  time  they’d  sparred.  The  girl didn’t  fight  like  the  rest  of  the  mages  from  the  Academy—and  she didn’t think like them, either. If she hadn’t tried to kill Alec and hadn’t poisoned his friend Rawiri, he’d have considered her a great friend and ally. 

He’d  been  trying  to  forgive  her  for  those  evil  deeds.  But attempted murder was hard to forget. 

“The Inscriber’s hideout is at the dead center of the island,” 

Alison was explaining to Maimonides. Now that they’d penetrated the mists shrouding the island from casual scrutiny, the gnome seemed almost  as  excited  as  Alec  himself.  “There’s  a  landing  pad  for airborne  vessels  just  outside  of  our  city.  They’ll  see  us  coming—a welcoming  party  ought  to  be  there  waiting  for  us  by  the  time  we land.” The blonde beamed, showing even, white teeth. “My parents will be among them!” 

“How  wonderful  for  you,”  Eleira  said,  sliding  a  hand  around Alec’s  waist.  Having  the  elf  girl  next  to  him  always  made  Alec  feel comforted,  more  like  a  man  and  less  a  boy.  On  reflex,  he  glanced down  at  the  elf  girl’s  left  hand,  searching  her  finger  for  a  ring  that wasn’t there. 

 I’ll have to buy her a big one,  Alec thought giddily.  I still can’t believe she said yes…

Though  they  wouldn’t  be  able  to  do  anything  about  it  until long after the war was over, Alec had proposed to Eleira Leafwalker. 

And she’d said yes. He wore no ring, and neither did she, yet their hearts felt linked all the same. 

The  elf  girl  followed  Alec’s  gaze  down  to  her  hand,  then flashed an enigmatic smile. 

“We’ll take care of that as soon as we can,” she assured him, resting her head against the hollow of his shoulder. 

“I  know  we  will,”  he  said,  watching  as  the  churning  waves gradually  gave  way  to  the  shoreline.  “That’s  not  what  I’m  worried about, Eleira—not at all.” 

A  giggle  spilled  from  the  elf  girl’s  lips.  “Perhaps  you  should be,”  she  said,  gently  nudging  Alec  with  her  body.  “You  didn’t  even think to ask Tanuin before you proposed. He’s going to be so irritated he didn’t get to be part of this. You two are going to have so much catching up to do the next time you meet…” 

Alec hadn’t thought about that at all. His childhood friend was still  out  there,  ranging  among  the  wild  places  of  the  world.  He wondered  what  old  Tanuin  had  heard  about  their  escapades—and whether he believed the lies. 

 He  wouldn’t,  Alec  decided.  Tanuin  was  no  fool—he  knew Alec didn’t have a wicked bone in his body. Even if the elvish ranger decided  Alec  really  had  gone  over  to  the  Inscribers  and  rebelled against the noble houses, he’d know his best friend had a very good reason. 

Before  Alec  could  ask  Eleira  anything  else  about  Tanuin,  a door on deck swung open. In the stairwell leading down to the cabins within  the   Titan’s  Claw,  Alec  saw  a  female  figure  standing  and bracing themselves against the side of the doorway. 

“Could  you   please,”  Jolenta  said,  sounding  more  seasick than  ever  before,  “hold  this  vessel  steady  for  just  ten  minutes  at  a time?” 

The  young  woman  strode  hesitantly  across  the  deck,  one hand clinging to her stomach as she made her way on unsteady legs toward the front of the longboat. Behind her came a handsome man with  blonde  hair  wearing  the  robes  of  the  Royal  Academy  in  a dashing  cut:  Jolenta’s  boyfriend,  Vodalus.  Both  students  had defected  from  the  school  along  with  Alec  and  Eleira,  having understood the Academy was full of spies working with the forces of Chaos. Alec couldn’t quite understand their drama filled antics or the fluid  nature  of  their  relationship,  but  the  two  of  them  were  the  best friends he had at the Academy. They’d all been members of a secret society, Poicstesme, which met in the Academy’s cellars. 

“We’ll be touching down soon enough,” Alison explained from the bridge. “It’s not a long trip to the center of the island—and things should be significantly smoother once we’re over land.” 

“Can’t  happen  soon  enough  for  me,”  Jolenta  murmured, gripping the railing as she took her place next to Alec and Eleira. The woman’s face was even paler than usual, setting a shocking contrast with  her  black  lipstick  and  raven-dark  locks.  “I’m  still  seeing  myself failing all of you every time I close my eyes. I know that monster that attacked  us  wasn’t   really   Dean  Wolfe,  but  if  I  ever  see  the  man again, I’m going to give him a piece of my mind…” 

Despite  the  relative  safety  of  the  moment,  a  spike  of  panic filled Alec’s guts. He knew exactly what Jolenta was talking about—

and  could  see  that  despite  their  smiles,  the  reminder  shone  darkly behind  the  eyes  of  his  companions.  The  phantasm  creature  that tracked  them  over  the  ocean,  wearing  first  the  face  of  Dean  Jonas Wolfe  and  then  Uriel  Diamondspear’s  wayward  son  Baldir,  had shown him and his friends failing to save the world from the forces of Chaos. Each of them were having to shake off visions of themselves losing—and  not  in  an  honorable  way,  but  with  a  cowardice  that shamed them. 

“It  was  just  a  vision,”  Alec  said,  meeting  Jolenta  and Vodalus’s eyes in turn. “It doesn’t mean anything. It doesn’t have to be the future unless we allow it to happen…” 

Both students looked a little surprised, then nodded. “Tell that to  poor  Imogen  and  Rawiri,”  Jolenta  said  then,  a  smirk  cutting through  her  anxiety.  The  woman  looked  a  little  bit  like  her  old  self again. “I feel so bad for the Igneous boy. Imagine spending so much time  recuperating  in  the  Academy’s  infirmary,  only  to  be  made bedridden again a day after breaking free of our school…” 

Alec,  who’d  spent  more  time  in  the  Infirmary  than  most students,  understood  completely.  “Once  we’re  among  Alison’s people, we can take a rest,” he assured his fellows. “Archon knows we need it!” 

“Land ho!” Maimonides shouted, cupping a hand around his mouth. 

The   Titan’s  Claw   had  no  flag  at  its  prow  announcing  the vessel’s colors, but the gnome’s wardrobe could easily have sufficed as  a  signal  at  any  distance.  The  Shadebringer  wore  outfits  in  color combinations  that  made  lesser  men’s  eyes  water—bright  reds  and yellows  clashing  with  magentas  and  browns,  as  if  the  gnome  had dressed himself after an explosion in a garment factory. 

“Strange  that  there’s  no  welcoming  party  here  to  greet  us,” 

the  gnome  said.  “Do  your  Inscribers  not  have  floating  vessels, Alison?” 

“Our people prefer to keep to themselves,” Alison explained

—yet  Alec  couldn’t  help  but  notice  the  worry  lines  around  the blonde’s  eyes.  Clearly,  this  wasn’t  what  the  girl  had  expected  from the  Haunted  Isle,  either.  “That  said,  the  shore  does  seem  rather barren…” 

They  were  passing  over  it  at  that  very  moment.  The   Titan’s Claw  soared over the sand, the blue runes inscribed into its silvery sides  glowing  and  dimming  in  turn  as  Maimonides  expertly  guided the craft over the island. 

“It’s lovely,” Alec said, feeling the words insufficient to explain the  way  he  felt.  He’d  just  been  thinking  that  when  he  and  Eleira finally  tied  the  knot,  that  there’d  be  no  better  place  in  all  the

kingdoms  for  them  to  spend  their  honeymoon.  “Are  there  normally more people out here, though, Alison?” 

“There’s  fishing  boats…”  the  blonde  whispered,  leaning further over the rail and scanning the horizon on both sides. “Why is there no one out and about?” 

Something  more  disturbing  occurred  to  Alec.  “Eleira?”  he asked, a catch entering his voice. 

The elf girl’s hand squeezed his. “What’s wrong?” 

“Firemane,” Alec said, naming Eleira’s familiar. The massive dragon never strayed far from her side; it had followed them through the wall of mist surrounding the Haunted Isle, copying their motions to make it through the barrier. “He’s not behind us any longer!” 

Eleira gave a start. Her hand left Alec’s as she raced across the deck, heading toward the rear of the craft to verify Alec’s claim—

The  Titan’s Claw  tilted to the side as something collided with it. 

Alec  was  thrown  from  his  feet.  The  railing  that  had  been  a steady presence at his side suddenly lay near his knees, turned from horizontal to vertical in a sickening lurch of a moment. He kicked out with a foot, tangling an ankle beneath the metallic bar to keep from falling overboard. 

Eleira  tumbled  past  him.  The  elf  girl  had  been  mid-stride when  something  crashed  into  the  vessel—unlike  Alec,  she  wasn’t lucky enough to have something to hold onto. He watched her pass him  by,  her  reaction  so  delayed  that  her  face  was  only  filled  with surprise, not fear, as she went over the side of the  Titan’s Claw. 

“No!” Alec screamed, leaping from his safe spot. He jumped into  open  air,  colliding  with  Eleira  as  they  both  dropped  like  stones toward  the  churning  waves  below.  The  elf  girl  clung  to  him  tightly, both of them turning end over end as they fell. 

Staring up at the sky, Alec could see what he’d been blind to before—the thing that had hit their vessel  was  Firemane. The dragon had his claws wrapped around the  Titan’s Claw and appeared to be

dragging it back out to sea against the wishes of everyone remaining on  board.  No  one  else  had  fallen,  thankfully—Maimonides  and Alison  Raleigh  clung  to  the  bridge,  while  both  Jolenta  and  Vodalus had  managed  to  get  themselves  tangled  up  in  the  rigging  near  the mast. 

“Firemane!?” Eleira’s voice was barely audible over the wind. 

“He’s gone mad! What is he doing—” 

An explosion rocked the air. A chill shot down Alec’s spine—

Firemane hadn’t done  that. 

The shockwave rippled through the clouds, nearly tearing the Titan’s  Claw   from  its  perch  in  the  sky.  Had  Eleira’s  dragon  not knocked  the  longship  off  course  at  the  last  moment,  the  explosion would have happened right on deck. It would have killed them all, or at  least  blown  Maimonides’s  longship  to  smithereens.  As  it  was,  it very  nearly  did  the  job.  The   Claw’s   sails  lay  in  tatters,  the  masts broken and splintered by their nearness to the explosion. 

Far  off  in  the  distance,  a  ball  of  blue  energy  rose  over  the jungle.  It  distorted  in  mid-air,  becoming  an  oblong  shape  like  a missile,  then  streaked  toward  the   Titan’s  Claw   with  the  force  of  a firecracker.  Trails  of  glowing  blue  magic  trailed  behind  it,  distorting the view of the clouds. A horrifying, high-pitched whistle filled the air as  the  projectile  came  closer,  aimed  directly  at  the   Titan’s  Claw’s new position. 

“By  the  Archon,  we’re  under  attack!”  Alec  screamed,  still toppling. He knew he had only moments before he and Eleira hit the water—and  that  from  this  height,  they’d  probably  smash  into  the water with enough force to break bones. 

Hugging the elf girl tightly, he activated the Bloodcloak. 

The crimson garment around his shoulders required neither a verbal  nor  gestured  signal.  As  the  last  and  most  powerful  of  the Archon’s  gifts  to  Alec—not  to  mention  the  least  understood—it responded to sheer need, wrapping itself tightly around the Alec and Eleira as they fell. 

As the fabric closed out the world, the feeling of plummeting straight  down  vanished,  and  Alec  found  himself  teleported  upward. 

As the fabric retreated, the pair found themselves standing atop the cabin  of  the   Titan’s  Claw,  as  safe  as  it  was  possible  to  be  as  the longboat shot out to sea. 

The  Bloodcloak  normally  remained  silent  when  not  in  use. 

But recently, it had spoken to Alec with far more than the whispers he  normally  heard  whenever  he  activated  the  Archon’s  tool.  When he  and  the  monster  wearing  Wolfe’s  visage  clashed  beneath  the waves,  Alec  had  felt  something   else   emanate  from  the  crimson garment—a  fury  that  had  seemed  offended  to  find  itself  in  the presence  of  such  an  abomination.  That  level  of  rage  had  shocked Alec,  and  it  had  seemed  to  drain  the  Bloodcloak  itself  as  well.  The fabric had gone limp immediately after the battle, as if it had needed a break. 

A  second  explosion  rocked  the  longboat  backward.  The shockwave  nearly  knocked  Alec  and  Eleira  off  their  feet;  the  deck lurched beneath them dangerously, tilting nearly sideways before the painted runes along the sides restored the craft’s equilibrium. 

Firemane  let  go  of  the  longboat  and  roared.  The  dragon’s wings  flapped  toward  the  open  sea;  the  creature  appeared  to  be making it known that it wanted them to get far away from the center of the island, as quickly as possible. 

Alec  understood  almost  instantly.  “Back  us  up!”  he  yelled, gesturing  to  Maimonides  as  the  deck  resumed  its  horizontal  cast beneath him. “Get us away from the island! Reverse the longboat!” 

Maimonides’s  fingers  were  already  working  at  the  controls. 

The  glowing  blue  runes  along  the  side  of  the  silvery  craft  sparkled like  fireflies  as  the  vessel  reversed,  as  rapidly  as  the  gnome  could give the commands. A rumble echoed through the craft’s frame as it moved  back,  the  front  end  of  the   Titan’s  Claw   tilting  backward  to momentarily  obscure  the  island  in  front  of  them.  Far  off  along  the horizon, more magical projectiles shot into the air, seeking targets. 

These,  however,  did  not  approach  the  ship.  As  soon  as  the Titan’s  Claw   reached  the  open  water,  the  explosions  ceased.  Alec and  the  rest  of  his  friends  stayed  low  to  the  deck,  grabbing  onto anything tied down tightly enough to keep them on board if the craft suddenly went vertical a second time. 

Maimonides  watched  from  the  helm  like  a  hawk,  waiting  for another attack. Three more magical projectiles followed the last one, each arcing into the air slowly and detonating like a firework over the jungle. 

“Apparently we’re far enough out that they can no longer aim successfully  at  the   Titan’s  Claw,”   the  gnome  said  after  a  few moments. Relief flooded his voice. “We’re safe. For now.” 

A  similar  feeling  coursed  through  Alec’s  veins.  He  slumped against Eleira, only now realizing how close he and his entire team of friends had come to disaster. 

“What  in  the  world  were  those  things?”  Eleira  asked,  her almond eyes staring out at the island. “I’ve heard of weapons such as those, of course—but they’re only used in  war. On the battlefield! 

Why would the Inscribers be trying to shoot us out of the sky?” 

The  door  to  the  cabins  within  the   Titan’s  Claw   opened  so hard that the hinges rattled. A gray figure stood in the doorway, with red  eyes  and  jet-black  lipstick.  It  was  Alec’s  familiar,  Trystara—a demoness  who’d  switched  sides  in  order  to  join  the  young Diamondspear prior to his enrolment at the Royal Academy. 

He’d  seen  Trystara  display  nearly  every  emotion  human  or demon could muster. Raw fury, sadness, the cringing frustration that filled  the  demoness’s  beautiful  face  when  she  was  treated  unfairly. 

But  he’d  rarely  if  ever  seen  those  red  eyes  fill  with  panic  the  way they did as the demoness took flight, soaring over the deck toward Alec and Eleira. 

“Who  would   dare   attack  us?”  the  demoness  roared,  her leathery wings flapping behind her back. “Is this place some kind of trap? Did the Raleigh girl betray us?” Trystara landed smoothly, her

claws  extending  as  she  stood  between  Alec  and  Alison.  “Do  you need me to kill her, master?” 

“Calm  down,”  Alec  begged,  putting  a  hand  on  the demoness’s  shoulder.  Trystara  was  a  fiery  creature  at  the  best  of times,  and  these  were  far  more  stressful  circumstances  than  most. 

Despite  the  best  of  intentions,  things  could  boil  over  into  open combat  quite  easily.  “I’m  sure  Alison  didn’t  know  this  was  going  to happen, Trystara! Just look at the girl! She’s terrified.” 

And  Alison  Raleigh   was   terrified—but  even  underneath  the terror, Alec couldn’t help but notice a strange recognition beginning to  bloom  on  the  blonde’s  face.  What  did  she  know  that  he  and  the rest of the crew didn’t? 

Before  Alison  could  open  her  mouth,  another  pair  of  figures thundered  up  the  steps.  These  moved  slowly,  as  if  wounded,  and one  look  at  them  as  they  stepped  out  into  the  light  would  have shown  a  casual  observer  why.  Rawiri  Igneous,  Alec’s  frequent sparring  partner  back  in  the  Royal  Academy,  wore  more  bandages than  clothes.  Next  to  him  stood  a  wispy,  clinging  figure:  the  red-haired, autumn-skinned Imogen Mossflower, his girlfriend. 

Both  of  them  had  been  slow  to  rouse  from  below,  as  they were in worse shape than even the rest of the crew. Rawiri had been poisoned  by  Alison  Raleigh  as  part  of  a  plot  to  frame  Alec  for  a murder  at  the  Royal  Academy—something  neither  Rawiri  nor Imogen had forgiven her for. Neither of the students liked Alison or the Inscribers very much, and they’d come along for the ride less for freedom than to see Alec and the rest of the Poictesme crew safe. 

Ironically, it was probably  they  who needed the most protecting. 

“What’s  the  meaning  of  all  this?”  Rawiri  roared.  Even wounded,  the  man  was  a  stirring  sight.  Taller  than  the  rest  of  the crew,  barrel  chested,  and  with  skin  like  a  walnut  shell,  Rawiri  was royalty back at the exotic kingdom from which he hailed. Not the kind of  royalty  that  actually  sat  on  a  throne,  he’d  hasten  to  remind anyone, but regal enough despite all that. 

“Something  at  the  center  of  the  island  attacked  us,”  Alec said,  wanting  to  forestall  the  fighting  that  would  no  doubt  occur between Rawiri and Alison. “It can’t be the Inscribers, can it, Alison? 

You  said  they  were  waiting  for  you  to  come  back.  Surely  they wouldn’t turn their own magic on one of their members?” 

Alison looked uneasy. “Things may be in an even worse state than I expected,” the blonde admitted, staring out over the jungle. “I wish I had a way to get word to my parents.” Something changed in her  face.  “Alec,  would  you  allow  me  to  borrow  Trystara  for  a moment?” 

The demoness gave the blonde a stormy look. “What do you want  me  to  do?”  she  asked,  glancing  at  Alec  for  approval.  “I  warn you, girl, just because my master thinks your cause is just, doesn’t mean I’m going to jump at your command…” 

Alison  held  up  her  hands,  forestalling  more  complaints  from the gray-skinned demon. “Fly out just a little bit over the island, then come right back,” she explained, gesturing at the rough distance with her hands. “I want to test something.” 

Alec  thought  he  could  see  where  she  was  going  with  this. 

“Go for it, Trys,” he said, giving the demoness a nod. “Just over the first  few  rows  of  trees—then  start  coming  right  back.  Turn  right around, whether anything happens or not.” 

“Pssh! You think I’m  scared!?”  The demoness squared up as if  she  were  getting  ready  for  a  fight.  “You  should  see  some  of  the beasties I hunted down in the forest outside the Academy grounds. 

And  I   ate   those  when  I  was  done  with  them!  I’m  not  afraid  of anything in that pissant jungle…!” 

As  if  wanting  to  prove  her  courage,  the  demoness  threw herself  over  the  side  of  the   Titan’s Claw.  Imogen  cried  out,  holding on tightly to Rawiri’s muscles as Trystara disappeared, falling like a stone. 

Then  the  demoness  shot  upward,  her  wings  flapping  madly. 

She hovered just beyond the side of the  Titan’s Claw,  giving Alec a jaunty little salute. Her wings flattened as she rode a headwind over

the island, following the same trail their own ship had been on just a few minutes ago. 

Alec’s  heart  beat  like  a  kettle  drum.  For  a  half-dozen heartbeats, then a dozen, the tiny figure of Trystara soared over the trees,  heading  toward  the  center  of  the  island.  Just  when  Alec  had begun  to  think  nothing  would  happen,  the  air  split  with  a thundercrack as a projectile of blue energy arced into the air. 

“Trystara,  come  back!”  Alec  commanded,  his  brows  rising. 

The  demoness  hadn’t  followed  his  order—she’d  had  too  much  fun gamboling among the treetops. Now she wasn’t going to be able to get away in time! 

But  Alec  had  underestimated  his  own  familiar.  The  moment the blue missile appeared over the treetops, Trystara did a pirouette in mid-air and shot like a rocket back toward the ship. She landed on the  deck  of  the   Titan’s  Claw   with  a  triumphant  squeal,  then  turned around  and  watched  as  the  missile  tracking  her  lost  the  target  and faded off to the side. 

It  exploded  over  the  jungle  in  a  ball  of  blue  energy,  which dissolved in the wind. 

“We’ll  be  safe,”  Alison  Raleigh  spoke  into  the  projectile’s silence,  “as  long  as  we  don’t  go  any  further  by  air  than  your demoness just flew.” 

“Safe?”  Rawiri’s  face  flushed  red.  “You  call  that  safe, Raleigh!? Those aren’t ordinary magical pulses—my father refers to them  as   ship-splitters.  Because  they  tend  to  rip  any  unfortunate airships that venture into their path right in half!” The man’s muscles bulged, his fury evident to everyone on board despite his bandages. 

“Looking  at  that,  I  have  two  questions.  Where  did  your  people  get such weaponry—and why are they using it on  us!?” 

Alison  looked  as  awkward  as  if  she’d  been  caught  cheating on  a  test.  “Master  Maimonides,  I  suggest  we  head  below  for  the moment,”  she  said,  pointedly  avoiding  Rawiri’s  line  of  questioning. 

“As  I  said,  I  believe  we  will  be  safe  so  long  as  we  don’t  move  any closer to land—the Inscriber’s defense systems are proximity based, 

to  avoid  accidentally  destroying  any  airships  that  just  happen  to venture  near  to the island. We have much to discuss.” 

“I’ll  say,”  the  gnome  replied,  rubbing  the  sweat  from  his forehead.  “You  should  have  warned  us  that  this  was  a  possibility, Alison.” 

“What else are you hiding?” Rawiri asked. 

Alison  forced  out  a  smile  that  looked  more  like  a  grimace. 

“I’m  sorry.  I  intended  to  bring  you  all  to  the  one  safe  place  in  this world for us to hide, but it appears the Haunted Isle is no longer as secure as it used to be. Regardless, I still believe I can get us to the Inscribers.” She gestured at the door to the cabins. “And I believe we could all use a break after that close call.” 

On  that  point,  Alec  was  forced  to  agree.  “Suits  me  fine,”  he said, trying his best to diffuse the tension on deck. “Eleira, could you ask Firemane to keep an eye out for any more attacks?” 

The elf girl had already moved to the dragon’s side, rubbing its scaly mane and praising it with cooing words for keeping them all safe. 

“I  can,”  she  said,  her  eyes  shining  with  barely  repressed tears, “but I don’t believe it would make a difference. You’ve already seen—Firemane will literally  drag  me out of danger if it thinks we’re about to take a fatal wound.” 

“Yeah,  he’s  a  good  familiar,”  Alec  said,  patting  the  dragon himself. “Thank you, friend.” 

“Not  as  good  as  your  cloak,  however,”  Maimonides  said wryly. “It seems that fabric has decided to join the rest of us after all.” 

Alec looked down at the Bloodcloak, expecting it to shiver. It lay still against his shoulders, as if the gnome’s remark had offended it.  Strange  that  I’m  ascribing  so  much  emotion  to  a  simple  piece  of clothing,  Alec thought, shaking himself.  It’s true, though, that all the Archon’s  gifts  speak  to  me  in  some  way.  The  battle  fury  of  the Diamondspear, the Bloodcloak’s whispers…

While the Archon might not have seemed directly responsible for  the  Diamondspear,  it  was  the  Archon’s  providential  hand  which had granted it to Alec. Like all the powers Alec possessed, they had come from the giver of  all  gifts, the Archon. 

Thinking  about  that  made  him  remember  that  his  betrothed still carried one of those gifts. “Eleira.” 

The elf girl gave a start as she followed the rest of the crew down below. “Yes?” 

“My ring,” Alec said, gesturing at the Shield Ring on Eleira’s ring finger. “Why don’t you hang onto it for now? Just until I can get you a real one.” 

Eleira  wasn’t  the  sort  of  girl  who  went  in  for  fancy  clothes, makeup, and jewelry—yet there was something of a girlish smile that rose to her face as she held out the hand holding the fabled treasure of  the  Archon  Temple’s  monks.  Alec’s  thoughts  on  the  matter  were something  more  practical,  however.  The  Shield  Ring  had  already saved Eleira’s life once—and if they were heading into danger on the Haunted Isle, it no doubt would again. 

“Thank you, dear,” Eleira said, sounding pleased. “I wish you had one to wear as well.” 

 Soon  enough,  Alec  told  himself,  slipping  an  arm  around Eleira’s waist as he accompanied her down the stairs.  Soon enough. 

Chapter 2







“Can  I  get  anyone  anything?”  Maimonides  asked  once  they were  all  safely  below  decks.  “Coffee,  perhaps,  or  tea?  I  find  a  little caffeine  does  wonders  for  the  constitution  after  a  near  death experience.” 

Alec,  Eleira,  and  the  rest  of  the  crew  sat  around  the mahogany  table  that  comprised  the  dining  room  of  the  gnome’s airship. Like every time he seated himself there for a meeting, Alec wondered  how  the  old  gnome  had  managed  to  fit  such  a  large, heavy  table  inside  of  such  a  sleek  vessel.  Then  he  remembered Maimonides had significant magic of his own at his disposal, and he stopped wondering. 

“I  could  use  a  drink,”  Jolenta  said,  to  the  surprise  of absolutely  no  one.  “Is  that  a  bottle  of  white  wine  over  on  the  tea service, Maimonides?” 

“You’ve already drunk all the red,” the gnome said with a wry smile. “I was hoping that Alison’s friends among the Inscribers could help  me  out  with  a  resupply.  I  suppose  that’s  not  going  to  be happening any time soon, however?” 

All  eyes  in  the  room  turned  to  Alison  Raleigh.  The  blonde looked awkward in the supreme, her eyes flitting this way and that as she  realized  she’d  just  become  the  center  of  attention  in  this meeting. 

“I  suppose  not,”  she  finally  said  with  a  heavy  sigh.  “I’d  take some tea, if you don’t mind, Shadebringer.” 

Maimonides did  not  mind. Once tea, coffee a,nd a couple of goblets of wine were served (the gnome himself imbibed right along with  Jolenta—the  two  were  practically  drinking  buddies),  Alison cleared her throat and got down to business. 

“What happened to us today was not supposed to happen,” 

the  blonde  began.  “It’s  not  how  a  vessel  bearing  a  member  of  the Inscribers is normally welcomed back to the Haunted Isle. But it’s not outside the realm of possibility, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t harbor some small suspicion as we made our way through the fog wall that this could have been the result.” 

A  surprised  snort  left  Maimonides.  “You  could  have   warned us,  girl,”  the  gnome  said,  shaking  his  head.  “Those  blasts  nearly destroyed  my  beautiful  airship!  With  my  workshop  at  the  Royal Academy  captured  by  Dean  Wolfe  and  his  goons,  this  vessel represents  the  only  extant  repository  of  my  magical  research!  If something awful were to happen to it, all the knowledge I’ve gained about the magical element that powers it would be lost!” 

Alec  knew  a  bit  more  about  that  element  than  most  people. 

The same magic that powered Maimonides’s special airship is what he’d  tapped  into  in  order  to  create  clones  of  his  fellow  students—a kind  of  ‘actor’  known  as  a  phantasm.  These  phantasms  had  been meant to replace the students while they took Alison to the Haunted Isle,  keeping  the  faculty  from  getting  suspicious.  Instead,  they’d presumably dissolved as soon as Dean Wolfe had thrown them into the  dungeons.  Phantasms  couldn’t  function  long  without  a  power source,  and  Maimonides’s  Phantasmic  Projector  was  needed  to keep a phantasm alive for more than a few hours. 

Strangely,  this  short-lived  attribute  didn’t  seem  to  apply  to phantasms of Chaos, such as Baldir Diamondspear or the creature Alec thought of as  Wolfe. Alec suspected that final bit of research—

the  means  to  make  phantasms  permanent—was  what  Maimonides really   wished  to  discover.  Inventing  a  thing  like  that  would  put  his name  up  there  with  the  greatest  scientists  who’d  ever  lived—even more than it already was, to be certain. 

“You  are  absolutely  right,  Master  Maimonides,”  Alison  said. 

To Alec’s surprise, the girl was the picture of submission—a distinct opposite  to  the  fiery  rebel  he  normally  knew.  Perhaps  Alison  just realized how badly her arrogance had hurt the team. “I should have given you notice so as to prepare the  Titan’s Claw’s  defenses. Had it

not  been  for  Firemane—and  the  quick  thinking  of  Alec Diamondspear—the vessel would have been lost. Alec, it appears I have you to thank  yet again  for saving my life.” 

Alec  felt  his  cheeks  grow  hot.  “Don’t  mention  it,”  he  said, shaking  his  head.  “I’m  long  past  keeping  score.  Everyone  sitting around this table has saved my own skin at least once. I’m just glad we’re all safe and sound.” 

“Unless those  things  on the island decide to attack,” Imogen said.  The  girl’s  eyes  were  wide  and  even  wilder  than  usual,  giving her  the  appearance  of  a  forest  sprite.  “They  know  we’re  here  now. 

Surely  the  Inscribers  will  go  on  the  offensive.  There’s  a  reason  no one comes back from the Haunted Isle!” 

“The reason no one comes back is because there are many dangers  here,”  Alison  countered.  “But  you’re  traveling  with  an Inscriber. I know how to get to my parents’ enclave at the heart of the island—even if we have to travel there by foot. I can get you to my people.” She turned to Alec, her eyes shining with the fierceness he associated  with  her.  “Once  you’re  there,  Alec,  you’ll  have  an   army waiting for you. We’ll attack the Royal Academy, throw Dean Wolfe in chains, and redistribute the noble houses’ grimoires to the people!” 

Rawiri slammed a fist on the table. “As a member of one of those noble houses, I’d prefer to keep my grimoire,” he grunted. 

Alison’s  eyes  grew  almost  comically  overlarge.  “I  wasn’t speaking  of  anyone  at  this   table,”  she  hastened  to  correct  herself. 

“Obviously we’re all among friends here—” 

“Perhaps  we  should  attend  to  more  practical  matters  before bogging  ourselves  down  in  ideology,”  Maimonides  said  mildly.  He glanced over at Jolenta and Vodalus, each of whom looked like they were on the verge of laughter from Alison and Rawiri’s antics. 

Alec,  however,  didn’t  feel  mirthful  at  all.  Fights  among  the team were exactly what he was trying to avoid. 

“We are not friends,” Rawiri rumbled, as if underlining Alec’s concern. “You tried to kill me. You tried to frame my friend, the most noble Alec of House Diamondspear, for murder. You lie, and cheat, 

and steal, all while pretending you do so for the common people. We are   not   friends.”  The  man  sat  back  in  his  seat,  crossing  his  arms over his chest. “Honestly, Alec—I do not understand why you don’t throw this brat over the side of the ship.” 

“Brat!? ” Alison stood up in her seat, her eyes filling with hate. 

“Ooh,  Maimonides,  could  we  possibly  get  some  popcorn?” 

Jolenta asked, grinning over her glass of wine. “I do so love a good snack with my drama…” 

A metallic  shing  filled the air. 

All  heads  in  the  room  turned  to  Alec  Diamondspear.  Who held the ancestral weapon of his house, the silver spear that shared its name with the House itself, fully extended across the table. The silver knife-edge glistened over the dark wood, reminding Alec of a tiger with its teeth bared. 

“Oh. Well, that’s no fun at all,” Jolenta pouted. 

“Enough,”  Alec  said  with  quiet  intensity.  “No  one  will  be throwing anyone off anything. I know perfectly well you all have good reason to detest one another—but no one sitting at this table is an enemy. The  real  enemy is out there, trying to throw my uncle Uriel in prison.  Walking  the  halls  of  the  Royal  Academy  and  sifting  through Maimonides’s  research,  trying  to  take  credit  for  his  discoveries. 

Plotting how to destroy the very foundations of magic.” 

That  quieted  the  table  down  quick.  A  sober  feeling  spread through the room—even Jolenta set her goblet aside, though she did so with a sour expression. 

“Maimonides  is  right,”  Alec  said  into  the  silence.  “We  can argue about politics later. Right now, we’re fighting for survival. If the Inscribers don’t take us in, we’ll have to find somewhere else we can regroup—because  we  can’t  keep  running  forever.  We  probably wouldn’t even make it to the Northmund Estate with the supplies we have  on  board,  and  it’s  not  like  Uriel’s  mansion  is  a  safe  space, either.” He turned to Alison. “Why are the Inscribers shooting at us?” 

The blonde swallowed hard. “They’re not shooting at  us, per se,” she said, spreading her hands. “They’re shooting at anyone who

approaches  the  island,  for  any  reason.  It’s  a  very  old,  very  secure defensive system for the Inscribers’ hideout. If they knew it was us, I’m  sure  they’d  turn  the  system  off  long  enough  for  us  to  fly  the Titan’s Claw  to the center of the island.” 

“But  they  don’t,”  Alec  said,  sliding  the  Diamondspear  back into his robes. “So they can’t. Why would they have this thing on at all, then?” 

Alison’s  face  grew  grave.  “There  are  a  number  of  reasons,” 

she said, taking a sip of her tea. “None of them good. Most likely, the Inscribers have put the entire island on lockdown for one reason or another.” 

“A lock down?” Maimonides flexed his fingers, contemplating something  in  the  wood  grain  of  the  tabletop.  “You  think  they  may have been attacked already, then?” 

In  the  worried  look  on  Alison  Raleigh’s  face,  Alec  finally began to understand something that had eluded him. “You think they struck  first,”  he  said,  the  realization  dawning  on  him.  “Dean  Wolfe, the Chaos faction. Baldir Diamondspear.” 

Tears formed in the corners of Alison’s eyes. Suddenly Alec realized what a very great struggle it was for the blonde to keep her composure. 

“It’s been in the back of my mind ever since we heard about the  Royal  Academy,”  she  said.  “The  Inscribers  are  a  thorn  in  Dean Wolfe’s  side.  He’d  stop  at  nothing  to  wipe  us  out—along  with  the other noble houses. They all hate us—” 

“With good reason,” Rawiri snapped. 

Alec  held  up  a  hand.  “Later,”  he  told  the  big  man.  “Are  you saying the Inscribers might already have been conquered? That the center of the island is a trap?” 

Alison  shook  her  head.  “No—if  that  were  the  case,  they’d have  shut  down  the  defense  system  entirely.  The  Inscribers—my parents— they have to be there. Maybe they’ve moved, given up the Redoubt for a more secure location. But they’re alive, Alec. They’re out there.” 

“Redoubt?” Eleira asked. 

“That’s the name for the Inscriber base,” Alison explained. 

Alec  wondered  how  much  he  believed  Alison.  No  doubt  her desire  to  see  her  parents  again  colored  her  judgement.  It  was  an awful thing to think, he knew, but he had the safety of his entire crew to worry about. He had  Eleira  to worry about. 

He thought it over and came to a conclusion. “Okay. So tell me how we get to the center of the island without going by air, then.” 

Rawiri Igneous and Imogen Mossflower groaned in unison. 

“You can’t be serious,” Imogen said, glaring across the table at Alison. “She could be lying to you, Alec! For all you know, this was an attempt to kill you—and now she’s bringing you into the jungle so she can finish the job!” 

Vodalus snorted in response. “I’m not a fan of the Inscribers, either,  but  if  Alison  Raleigh  wanted  to  kill  Alec,  she’s  had  plenty  of opportunity to do so before now.” 

“That’s a roundabout plan to kill us all in any case,” Jolenta added,  finishing  her  glass  of  wine  with  one  long  swig.  “You’d  think she could pull out a knife, or cast a spell, or something.” 

Rawiri  sat  forward,  stretching  his  muscular  arms  across  the table.  “Alec  Diamondspear,”  the  big  man  said,  something  almost pleading in his voice. “Listen to me. Forget the Haunted Isle. Let us take the  Titan’s Claw  to my homeland instead. My father knows that I am  no  traitor.  And  when  I  tell  them  of  the  exploits  of  Alec Diamondspear,  how  he  has  treated  all  men  with  honor  and  has saved my life, he will know that House Diamondspear are no traitors, either. House Igneous will shelter us.” 

Alison’s  mouth  filled  with  horror.  “You  can’t!”  she  cried, gripping the side of the table so hard her knuckles turned white. “My parents  could  be  in  danger!  You  can’t  bring  me  all  the  way  to  the Haunted Isle and force me to turn back now!” 

“Your  parents  are  not  my  concern,”  Rawiri  said,  shaking  his head with what appeared to be genuine sadness. “I apologize for my

rudeness,  but  it  is  true.  Come,  Diamondspear.  Give  the  gnome  the commands, and we will set sail for my father’s kingdom.” 

“The   gnome   can  make  his  own  decisions,  thank  you  very much,” Maimonides said, giving Rawiri a sideways glance. “I feel like quite a few people are trying to tell me what I should be doing with my own airship. Funny, I don’t remember any of you building it.” 

Alec’s mind had begun to work the moment Rawiri made his suggestion.  He  could  see  the  sense  in  the  idea—the  homeland  of House Igneous was likely to side with their wayward son, no matter what lies Dean Wolfe and the Royal Academy attempted to spread. 

And  Alison’s  stories  about  the  Inscribers  came  with  their  own caveats. He  had  made a promise to return the girl to her own people, to be certain, but did that stand in the face of risking his own life? In risking Eleira’s life? 

As the table fell to arguing, the Bloodcloak began to whisper around  Alec’s  shoulders.  The  crimson  thread  glowed  softly  against his  shoulders  as  a  tide  of  murmurs  whispered  in  his  ears,  just beneath the threshold of hearing. Invisible currents brushed against him, as sightless as the wind but just as powerful as the explosions that had rocked the  Titan’s Claw. 

The Bloodcloak didn’t speak with words. Instead, Alec saw a vision  of  a  deep  jungle,  thick  branches  covered  in  leaves  blocking out  the  sun.  He  heard  a  growl  fill  his  ears,  then  the  vision  abruptly tumbled  beneath  the  ground,  plunging  him  through  the  cool  air  of nameless tunnels. 

He dropped like a stone, the wind whistling around him over the sound of Maimonides and Rawiri arguing in his ears. Alec felt as if he’d suddenly become two people—one sat in a chair at the table of  Maimonides’s  meeting  room,  eyes  closed  as  the  fragile  coalition he’d  brought  to  the  Haunted  Isle  broke  apart  before  his  very  eyes. 

The other fell further and further beneath the island, plunging toward something that pulsed like a beating heart. 

A  surge  of   longing   filled  Alec.  Whatever  the  Bloodcloak wanted with this place, it was here—down deep, beneath the earth, 

at the Haunted Isle’s heart. What was it? 

 It’s enough,  Alec thought. He’d made his decision. 

“Rawiri,” he said, opening his eyes. 

The  people  sitting  around  the  table  were  on  the  verge  of blows. Rawiri had the front of Alison Raleigh’s blouse in his fist and looked  to  be  about  to  haul  her  bodily  off  the  floor.  Behind  him, Maimonides held a metallic device studded with gems, whispering to himself as an aura of power grew around the device. 

By  the  Archon.  How  close  had  he  just  come  to  the  group breaking up. 

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Alec said, meeting Rawiri’s eyes. “First, you’re going to set Alison back down.” 

Looking suddenly ashamed, Rawiri Igneous let go of Alison. 

The blonde sank back into her chair, smoothing down her robes with a dismissive sniff. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment—both at how  close  she’d  come  to  a  fight  and  how  easily  Rawiri  had  bested her. 

“You’re right about your kingdom,” Alec said smoothly, feeling himself more in control of the situation by the moment.  These people need a leader,  Alec thought, a little amazed with himself.  Why have I been so reluctant to take the reins? “They could be a valuable ally. 

And if your father hears from you, it will help counter the lies being spread  by  the  Royal  Academy—it  might  even  discredit  them completely.” 

Rawiri’s  face  changed,  filling  with  friendliness  and  relief. 

“Finally! Some sense!” The man clapped his hands together, taking his seat with a smile. “You will be treated as an honored guest in my father’s house,” Rawiri assured him. “To save the life of a member of House  Igneous—this  is  not  a  thing  my  people  dismiss  lightly.  I  will take  you  to  House  Igneous’s  court,  you  and  your  friends.”  He glanced  down  at  Imogen,  who  beamed  up  at  him.  “I  cannot  wait  to introduce you to my mother, Imogen…” 

“I’m  sure  that’ll  be  a  wonderful  reunion,”  Alec  said.  “But  I won’t see it. I’m not going.” 

Rawiri’s face filled with shock. “What!?” 

“Yes,  what!? ”  Jolenta  added,  so  startled  she  knocked  over her goblet. “Come again, Alec?” 

“It’s possible that none of us will come back from the Haunted Isle,” Alec said, giving voice to what every member of the group was no doubt thinking. “If that happens, the story the Royal Academy is giving out about us  cannot  be allowed to go unchallenged. Someone has  to  get  the  truth  out  there—to  give  people  the  real  story  about what’s happened to Dean Wolfe and the other teachers. Otherwise, the forces of Chaos win.” 

Rawiri paused for a long moment, then nodded. “It’s a good idea,”  the  man  rumbled.  “I  still  wish  you  would  come  with  me,  Alec Diamondspear.” 

“I’ll come visit your kingdom someday,” Alec promised. “Right now,  what  they  need  is   you:  to  tell  them  the  truth  about  me,  and Uriel. It might not completely reverse the lies being told by the forces of Chaos, but it’ll put a serious dent in their plans for a takeover.” 

Maimonides  raised  a  hand.  “Lad,”  the  gnome  said,  as sweetly  as  could  be,  “you  know  I’m  extremely  fond  of  you.  You’re Uriel’s  favorite  nephew  as  well—although,  given  that  you’re  the Archmage’s  only  nephew, that’s only to be expected. He and I have tried to give you all the best things in life, and stood by you during the harshest of trials…” 

Alec had to fight to keep a laugh from leaving his throat. At times,  Maimonides  could  be  every  bit  as  dramatic  as  Jolenta  and Vodalus. “What are you trying to ask me, Maimonides?” 

The gnome spread his hands. “Are you suggesting I just  give my greatest invention to Rawiri and Imogen?” 

Alec  had  expected  to  meet  a  bit  of  resistance  on  this  point. 

“The  only  other  option  is  to  send  them  back  on  Firemane,”  he explained.  “I  doubt  Eleira  could  take  being  separated  from  her familiar for that long.” 

“Nor could he stand to be apart from  me,” Eleira said, staring up  at  the  ceiling  as  if  she  were  looking  right  at  her  dragon.  “No—

something  tells  me  we’re  going  to  need  both  our  familiars  if  we’re going to make it to the center of the Haunted Isle in one piece.” 

“I  agree,”  Alec  said,  looking  right  at  Maimonides.  “So  there you have it.” 

The gnome looked as if he wanted to argue, but Alec wasn’t about  to  let  him.  Maimonides’s  mouth  worked  soundlessly,  like someone who’d been tricked by a carnival game trying to figure out how they’d been so effortlessly bamboozled. Then something in the gnome’s posture bent, and he shrugged. 

“Very well, lad,” the gnome said. “They can  borrow  the  Titan’s Claw   in  order  to  gain  passage  back  to  Rawiri’s  homeland.  But  I expect to see it again, and in one piece!” 

The sound of a scraping chair reached all their ears. Rawiri rose from his seat, strode over to the gnome, and bowed so deeply that  Maimonides  could  have  put  his  hand  on  the  top  of  the  much taller man’s head. 

“You have my word,” Rawiri intoned, sounding as if he were making a sacred oath. “I will safeguard your vessel as if it were my own. I will protect as if it were my very heart.” 

No  one  could  miss  the  way  he  glanced  over  at  Imogen Mossflower when he spoke of his  heart—or the way the redheaded colored  so  deeply  that  her  cheeks  matched  her  hair.  Dimly,  Alec wondered if he wasn’t the first man in their group to propose to his sweetheart after all. 

Maimonides  nodded,  accepting  Rawiri’s  pledge  with  all  the gravity it deserved. “And I hope you’ll understand,” the gnome said, turning  back  to  Alec,  “that  I   won’t   be  going  with  my  creation.  I’m accompanying you to the center of the Haunted Isle. Can you even imagine   what  Uriel  would  do  to  me  if  he  found  out  I  allowed  his nephew to venture into that place alone?” 

Alec smiled. Maimonides could talk about  honor  and  duty  all he  wanted,  or  stress  his  longstanding  ties  to  House  Diamondspear until  the  cows  came  home.  He  knew  the  real  reason  the Shadebringer wanted to come along to the Haunted Isle. He’d known

since  he  saw  the  look  on  the  gnome’s  face  at  the  sight  of  those energy weapons. 

Maimonides  the  Shadebringer,  as  ever,  was  in  search  of knowledge. He wanted to know what made the Inscribers tick—and if he  could  protect  Uriel’s  charge  while  doing  so,  then  so  much  the better. 

“Of course,” Alec said smoothly. “You’ll be most welcome.” 

“That should give our enemies quite the fright,” Jolenta said, rubbing the back of her neck. “Rawiri and Imogen stepping back onto the  world  stage  after  disappearing  over  the  ocean?  The  forces  of Chaos will think they’ve seen a ghost—no,  two  ghosts!” 

She  expected  Alec  to  laugh,  but  the  look  on  his  face  was serious.  “Better  make  it  four,”  he  said,  nodding  gently  at  her.  “You and Vodalus are going with them.” 

Jolenta  stared  at  Alec  as  if  he’d  made  the  cleverest  joke she’d  ever  heard.  When  his  face  didn’t  change,  hers  fell.  The student’s black lipstick made a little ‘o’ of surprise, her jaw dropping so hard it nearly hit the floor. 

“You’re  joking,”  Jolenta  said,  even  if  by  then  she  knew  Alec wasn’t. “You simply can’t be saying what I think you’re saying…” 

Alec  modulated  his  voice,  making  it  as  gentle  as  he  could bear.  “You  should  get  out  of  here  too,”  he  said,  his  gaze  traveling between  Jolenta  and  Vodalus.  “The  Haunted  Isle  is  no  place  for either  of  you.  I  might  have  made  a  promise  to  Alison  Raleigh,  but that  doesn’t  mean  either  of  you  have  to  risk  your  lives.  Not  when there’s a better option available.” 

Tears  spilled  from  Jolenta’s  eyes,  and  not  all  of  them  could be  blamed  on  the  drink.  “You’re  a   cad,  Alec  Diamondspear!”  the student  moaned,  covering  her  face  with  her  hands.  “Do  you  simply have to be so Archon-damned honorable all the time! Can’t you ask for help when you know you need it?” 

Vodalus  leaned  over  and  covered  Jolenta’s  hand  with  his own.  The  change  in  the  dramatic  student  was  so  sudden  and strange it nearly made Alec shift his chair backward. For a moment, 

the  two  looked  not  like  a  pair  of  young  lovers,  but  a  husband  and wife  who’d  been  married  for  decades.  I’ve  underestimated  them, Alec realized. The thought was a bolt from the blue, spearing him to his seat. 

He’d wondered about the shifting allegiances of Jolenta and Vodalus’s relationship for so long that he’d begun to take their love for granted. But obviously, neither of them had. 

“Darling,  you  know  he’s  right,”  Vodalus  said,  wiping  a  tear from his woman’s eye. “This was all fun and games when we were riding a dragon to a magical hideout full of rebels, but this is  serious now. The fate of kingdoms rests on whether or not we get the truth out.” 

“I know,” Jolenta said with a sniff. “But I wanted to be a rebel! 

The  speeches,  the  dress  sense—I  was   born  to  stand  on  a  podium and crow about revolution! I just know it!” 

Vodalus  chuckled  to  himself.  “You  can  do  all  that  from Rawiri’s  kingdom,  dear.  Why  don’t  you  tell  the  people  you  were captured  and  brainwashed  into  becoming  a  loyal  Inscriber?  Add  a flair of cult programming to your usual verve and vigor?” 

Jolenta’s eyes widened to the size of saucers. “Why, Vodie, that’s a  tremendous  idea!” Apparently Jolenta thought so much of it that  she  sprang  from  her  chair  and  embraced  the  man,  showing Vodalus a great deal more physical affection than Alec or Eleira had ever seen from the woman before. “Haha, I’m going to be the talk of every society page and political pundit in the kingdoms! They simply won’t be able to figure me out!” 

“I’m  glad  you’ve  found  yourself  a   niche,”  Maimonides  said, giving  the  pair  a  skeptical  eye.  “Whether  the  common  man  will believe it is quite another matter…” 

“Oh, don’t underestimate them,” Alec with a laugh. “I’ve seen the two of them act—you can bet they’ll put on the kind of show the Royal Academy will never forget.” 

“All  our  sins  will  be  forgiven!”  Jolenta  was  saying.  “We  can blame it all on those dastardly handlers within the Inscribers. Those

bets  I  laid  on  Alec  Diamondspear  as  Combat  Magic  champion?  All that  money  I  owe  the  noble  houses  of  the  Royal  Academy’s  upper class? Simply a misunderstanding…” 

As the pair crowed to each other about their future schemes, Eleira leaned over. The elf girl dropped her voice, snuggling up next to Alec with a casual intimacy that spoke of how far their relationship had come in such a short time. 

“And  am  I  coming  with  you  to  the  Haunted  Isle?”  Eleira asked. Her face was unreadable. 

Alec had to search his emotions to come up with the answer. 

“Were  I  a  stronger  man,  I’d  say  no,”  he  told  her,  slipping  a  hand around  Eleira’s  slender  waist  and  pulling  her  closer.  “You’d undoubtedly be safer leaving along with Rawiri and Imogen—not to mention bringing Firemane along with you.” 

“Mmh hmm,” the elf girl replied. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, which always meant she had trouble on her mind. “So why not send me along with them?” 

He  sensed  she  knew  the  answer—but  that  she  wanted  to hear him say it. 

“Because,”  Alec  said,  favoring  the  girl  with  his  most handsome  smile.  “I  don’t  think  I  could  handle  being  apart  from  you for that long.” 

“Nor  I  you,”  Eleira  said  after  a  moment,  the  corner  of  her mouth curling in a smirk. “You’ve grown on me, Alec Diamondspear. 

Plus, you are kind of cute.” 

“Kind of?” Alec asked, grinning like an idiot. 

Eleira laughed—then leaned forward and kissed him. 

All the arguing, the plans around the tables, all of that faded away. He felt her body against his, warm and inviting, and knew that no  matter  what,  he’d  never  have  let  Eleira  leave  with  the  others.  A dark, exotic island was romantic.  Saving the world  was romantic as well. 

This  might  not  have  been  their  honeymoon,  but  Alec anticipated enjoying every moment he was allowed to spend in the company  of  Eleira  Leafwalker.  And  if  danger  heightened  their senses, it would only add to the pleasure as the elf girl curled up in his arms at night, safe and secure under their blankets. 

Alec  couldn’t  wait.  Once  his  friends  were  safe,  he’d  see Alison  to  her  people.  And  then  the  real  work  of  conquering  the Haunted Isle would begin. 

Chapter 3







“Are you absolutely  certain  this won’t end in all of us getting blown  up?”  Maimonides  asked,  keeping  one  eye  on  the  horizon  as he guided the  Titan’s Claw  to the shore. 

“Nothing in life is certain,” Alison Raleigh called back, leaning over the bowsprit as the longboat plummeted like a stone. “But I’m fairly sure we’ll be alright. Besides, if the Inscribers’ defense systems decide  to  blow  us  up,  you  won’t  even  feel  it  before  it’s  already happened!” 

The  gnome  grimaced,  spitting  over  the  side  of  the  longboat as  it  descended  to  the  level  of  the  water.  The  seas  around  the Haunted  Isle  were  choppy  in  the  extreme,  not  so  great  for  docking an  airship  by  the  shore.  Waves  batted  at  the  sides  of  the   Titan’s Claw,  doing their best to wash away the magical paint of its runes. A few spurts made it over the side, covering the boards with foam that collected at Alec’s feet. 

Now  that  their  path  had  been  set,  he  felt  anxious  to  get started.  The  rest  of  the  soon  to  be  crew—Rawiri  Igneous,  Imogen Mossflower,  Jolenta,  and  Vodalus—all  waited  below,  packing  their things up as they prepared to take over operation of the  Titan’s Claw and  fly  it  to  Rawiri’s  homeland.  Among  their  tasks  was  doing  an inventory  of  the  vessel,  ensuring  it  had  enough  stocks  of  food  and water to get them to their destination. With the magical runes along the  sides  to  provide  lift  and  thrust,  there  was  no  worry  about  them running out of fuel—but their bodies needed fuel, as well. 

 Good  thing  this  vessel’s  power  source  won’t  run  out,  Alec thought, bracing himself against the boards.  We’ve just learned the Titan’s  Claw   isn’t  seaworthy.  Trying  to  sail  this  thing  to  Rawiri’s homeland  and  back  would  just  end  up  leaving  a  very  expensive barnacle clinging to some undersea rock. 

The thought of it made him smile, despite himself. 

“What’s  so  funny?”  Eleira  asked.  The  elf  girl  had  been busying herself on deck, occasionally tossing a treat to Firemane as the  dragon  flew  next  to  the  vessel.  She’d  changed  out  of  her Academy  robes  as  well,  into  the  green  and  brown  clothes  she’d favored when the two of them first met. They would serve her well in the deep forest and looked amazing clinging to her sleek frame. 

“I was just thinking of the squabbles that are going to happen on  the  way  back  to  Rawiri’s  kingdom,”  Alec  explained.  “That  man’s going to have to rule the ship with a firm hand —Jolenta and Vodalus have  seen  a  few  too  many  performances  of   The  Pirates  of Pennington Rock.  They’re liable to stage a mutiny, complete with its own song and dance number.” 

“That’ll  be  the  day,”  Eleira  said,  but  her  smile  was  muted when she saw the look on his face. “They’ll be alright, Alec. They’re getting the safer end of the deal, to be sure.” 

That’s  what  he  kept  telling  himself.  Yet  he  couldn’t  help  but think that, considering all the gifts the Archon had given to him, his friends  might  be  safer  by  his  side  even  with  all  the  dangers  of  the Haunted Isle. Either option was a gamble. Stay or go? 

 They  go,  Alec  told  himself  as  the  craft  touched  down.  The front of the  Titan’s Claw  sank into the sand, so deep it nearly lost its purchase and tipped back into the waves.  They need to spread the real  story  of  what  happened  in  the  Royal  Academy.  And  I  need  to stay…

But  did  he?  It  would  be  a  bit  dishonorable,  but  he’d  never promised  Alison  Raleigh  to  deliver  her  directly  to  her  parents’

doorstep.  He  was  no  scholar,  but  an  argument  could  be  made  that merely getting her to the Haunted Isle itself was more than enough trouble. Yet Alec couldn’t let himself be satisfied with that. 

The  Inscribers  controlled  advanced  technology,  if  their defense  systems  were  to  be  believed.  Might  he  learn  something important from them, if he allowed himself to travel to their court? He had to find out. 

The  Titan’s Claw  gave a rumble as the last of the runes along its  side  went  dark.  Without  the  magic  that  animated  it,  the  sleek silver craft was little more than an artisan’s  idea  of an airship, rather than  the  real  thing.  It  never  failed  to  blow  Alec’s  mind  the  kind  of ingenuity  Maimonides  the  Shadebringer  had  with  both  magic  and machines.  Uriel  had  called  the  man  an   artificer:  one  of  a  few individuals  uniquely  gifted  with  combining  the  powers  of  magic  and technology in new, surprising forms. Apparently, artificers tended to alter the course of world history with their discoveries. 

Maimonides was proving to be no exception. 

A slap at a button on the side caused a metallic gangplank to extend  from  the   Titan’s  Claw’s   side.  It  slammed  into  the  sand, spraying everywhere as it touched the island for the first time. 

“There we are!” Maimonides said, lifting his pack. “Land ho!” 

The  gnome  had  dressed  even  more  ridiculously  than  usual for this expedition. Maimonides looked like a drawing of an ancient explorer from a textbook, in a tan suit covered in more pockets than the man himself had fingers. An assortment of strange devices hung from  his  collar—there  were  his  trademark  spectacles,  of  course, capable of magnifying text, but several other devices Alec could only guess at also accompanied the inventor. In his right hand he held a metallic cane with a spiral carved into the hilt, with a blue jewel at the top  nearly  the  twin  of  one  of  the  special  crystals  woven  into  Alec’s magical belt. 

 Wonder  what  that’s  for,  Alec  asked  himself.  It  could  always be  a  mere  walking  cane—but  given  what  he  knew  about  the Shadebringer, it was likely to be filled with surprises. 

“Master Maimonides,” Eleira said with a hint of a smile. “Are you  sure  you wouldn’t like us to help you carry some of that?” 

The  gnome  gestured  at  his  pack,  letting  out  a  guffaw.  “The day I cease to be able to carry the tools of my trade on an expedition is  the  day  you  can  send  the  men  to  bury  me!  No,  Maimonides  the Shadebringer needs no porters.” He looked Eleira up and down with

a smile, almost looking the way he had when Alec first met the man. 

“Not even ones as pretty as you, child.” 

Eleira blushed at the compliment. The gnome had been more sparing  with  them  lately,  particularly  after  realizing  the  depth  of feeling Alec had for the elf girl. But part of Maimonides would always be  a  flirt—though,  as  Uriel  had  assured  him,  a  harmless  one.  The gnome  was  not  just  a  confirmed  bachelor  but  seemed  far  too  busy doing research and experiments to pursue any romantic interest. 

At  the  bottom  of  the  gangplank,  the  metal  gave  way  to  dry, flowing sand. The beach looked as pretty as a painting, though Alec knew  from  harsh  experience  that  its  beauty  was  deceptive. 

Everything  on  the  Haunted  Isle  was  like  that.  Though  the  place looked like paradise, one wrong move and Alec and his friends could be in very deep trouble. 

Fortunately, most of his group didn’t need to worry about that. 

As Alec, Eleira, Maimonides, and Trystara made their way onto the beach, the rest of the Poictesme crew arrived on deck to give them their  goodbyes.  Rawiri  and  Imogen  looked  sad  to  see  them  go, though  pleased  to  be  finally  rid  of  Alison  Raleigh.  Jolenta  wept openly, not caring if she looked like a sloppy mess before the  Titan’s Claw  set back off along the ocean. 

“Remember,  follow  the  directions  I  left  at  the  helm,”  Alison called  up  from  the  sand,  her  hand  cupped  around  her  mouth. 

“Leaving the fog wall is a whole lot easier than entering it, but there’s still dangers in there if you’re not careful.” 

“We’ll  be  careful,”  Igneous  assured  her.  Then  he  turned  his attention to Alec. “Diamondspear. You have been most honorable. I will tell your stories to my people.” 

“I pray that they believe them,” Alec called back, shooting the big man a salute. “Though coming from you, I don’t know how they could ever doubt.” 

“Oh,  Alec!”  Jolenta  blew  her  nose  into  a  handkerchief embroidered with small black spiders. “I feel like such a coward to be

leaving you in your hour of need! Oh, foul weak spirit afraid to stand! 

Oh, vicious spite and karma!” 

“She’ll  be  fine,”  Vodalus  said,  putting  a  hand  on  Jolenta’s shoulder. “She’s just being dramatic.” 

“When  isn’t  she?” Eleira muttered. But her face was kind as she  waved  up  toward  her  friends,  wishing  them  good  luck  on  their journey back to the civilized world. “Oh well. They’ll be alright while we’re gone, won’t they, Alec?” 

“I’m sure they’ll be fine,” Alec replied, shading his gaze with a hand as he looked up at the ornamental sails of the  Titan’s Claw. “It’s us I’m worried about…” 

Once the whole team was on the sand, they realized it was time  to  say  their  goodbyes.  Imogen  Mossflower  waved  like  a princess  at  a  pageant,  her  face  filled  with  genuine  emotion  as  she thanked Alec and Eleira for saving her and Rawiri’s lives. 

“We’ll  fight  fiercely  for  you!”  the  young  mage  promised,  her red hair flashing in the wind. Of that, Alec had no doubt. 

Rawiri disappeared from the side of the vessel, reappearing on the bridge. The runes along the  Titan’s Claw  began to flare to life, one by one glowing with renewed vitality and magic. The silver craft rose from the sand—slowly at first, then with greater speed as Rawiri Igneous  began  to  understand  the  controls.  By  the  time  the  sails retreated  in  Alec’s  view,  the  young  man  treated  the  magical conveyance like one of the kingdom’s racing airships. Only this one had the speed and stealth to match its style. 

“I cannot believe,” Maimonides said through his smile as he watched  the  longboat  ascend,  “that  I  just  put  my  most  advanced invention  in  the  hands  of  a  group  of  youths  barely  old  enough  to drink.” 

Fear  flashed  in  their  hearts  for  a  few  moments  as  the longship reached the height of the treeline. As much as it would have broken  his  heart  to  see,  Alec  turned  around  and  craned  his  neck over  his  shoulder,  watching  the  jungle  for  any  more  signs  of  those powerful blue missiles. He shouldn’t have worried—none appeared, 

and  the   Titan’s  Claw   traveled  into  the  wall  of  fog  surrounding  the Haunted Isle without any great difficulty. 

“They did it,” Alec finally said, after the group had stood in the surf a while in silence. 

“No  turning  back  now,”  Eleira  added,  adjusting  the  fit  of  her pack on her shoulders. “We just sent away our only hope of getting off this island. It’s the Inscribers or bust, now.” 

All eyes of their small party turned to Alison. The blonde had packed  lightly,  her  only  accompaniment  a  slender  satchel  that  Alec knew held the thin grimoire the student of magic always carried with her. He doubted there was much in the way of food or medicine in Alison’s things—but then again, she did know the island better than they did. Perhaps she felt more confident about her ability to live off the land. 

Behind Eleira, the dragon Firemane shrunk down into a much less  imposing  form.  It  would  have  been  impossible  for  such  a massive  familiar  to  have  flown  over  the  treetops  without  attracting suspicion,  much  less  the  Inscriber’s  defense  systems,  so  it  was fortunate  the  evolved  dragon  could  make  itself  a  slender  ribbon  of serpent at a moment’s notice. 

Alec made a snap decision. “You’re the guide,” he told Alison, passing some small but real share of the responsibility onto her. “You lead  the  way,  Alison.  We’re  all  counting  on  you  to  help  us  make  it safely to the Inscribers.” 

He could almost hear Alison’s nervous swallow. “Very good,” 

the blonde said, looking more nervous than ever before. “We should head inland before it gets dark. These coasts aren’t the safest place to  be  once  the  sun  goes  down.  Many  an  inquisitive  mage  has managed to accidentally make it through the fog wall, only to perish during a night spent on the Haunted Isle.” 

Maimonides  stared  at  the  girl  as  if  she’d  told  them  she intended  to  drink  their  blood.  “Then  we’d  better  move  quickly,”  he said, gesturing toward the treeline. 

Alec  would  have  preferred  to  spend  a  bit  more  time  on  the beach,  if  he  was  being  honest  with  himself.  The  weather  was  just about  perfect—cloudy  enough  that  the  sun  didn’t  hurt  to  stand beneath  for  long  periods,  but  warm  enough  that  a  swim  would  feel good. Had they not been burdened with saving the world, he might have seen if Eleira was interested in diving beneath the waves with him. 

But  Alison’s  remarks  about  things  patrolling  the  shores  at night struck him as rather dark. Perhaps it  was  better to be further in the jungle by the time the sun went down, after all. 

They  had  little  trouble  navigating  the  beach—all  save  for Maimonides, who’d been blessed with legs as stubby and short as a toddler’s.  The  gnome  probably  would  have  been  better  off  if  he’d allowed Alec to carry him, but his pride simply wouldn’t allow it. As a result, he lagged behind the rest of the group, reaching the treeline long after Alec and Eleira had stopped to take a break. He came up panting and sputtering, brushing sand from his robes. 

“Now I’m going to be itchy for days,” the gnome complained, tugging at his beard. “There’s times I envy you, Trystara. You get to walk around in practically nothing—there’s nowhere on you for sand to get stuck!” 

“Oh, there are a few places,” the demoness said, flapping her wings to brush herself clean. “Truth be told, I envy  you  sometimes, gnome.” 

“Truly?”  Maimonides  looked  a  bit  shocked.  “Because  of  my prodigious intellect?” 

Trystara  shook  her  head.  “Nah,”  she  said,  flashing  a  toothy grin. “Because people don’t give you grief when you wander around at night. When you do it, it’s ‘ research’— when a demoness does it, it’s ‘ disturbing the local children’! ” 

“I  see,”  Maimonides  said,  huffing  sand  away  from  his  chin. 

“Alison! What is our next objective?” 

The  blonde  had  already  been  thinking  of  it.  “There’s  a  way station about fifteen minutes into the jungle, following this path,” she

explained, gesturing between the trees. “It’s a kind of comfort station for  travelers  who’ve  been  forced  to  cross  the  island  on  foot  for whatever  reason—there  should  be  stockpiles  of  dried  foodstuffs there, along with fresh sheets and clean water.” 

Ah.  So   that   was  why  Alison  had  packed  so  light.  Alec admired  her  resourcefulness—though  he  wished  she’d  shared  her information with the group. 

“Sounds  like  a  very  good  warmup,”  Maimonides  said, launching into a series of stretches as he pressed his hands against the trunk of a nearby tree. “I can tell I’m going to be working muscles I’d forgotten I had on this trip! Ah, it feels good to exercise again—

get the blood pumping, get back into communion with nature!” 

“These shores fill up with man-eating crabs at night,” Alison said  dryly.  “So  unless  you’d  fancy   communing   with  that  sort  of nature,  Master  Gnome,  I’d  suggest  we  get  moving  sooner  rather than later…” 

Maimonides’s  face  filled  with  alarm.  “Yes,  quite,”  he  said, finishing his stretches. “Shall we?” 

As they walked, Alec found himself profoundly stirred by the beauty around him. He’d thought the shore of the Haunted Isle, with its wonderful aerial view of the island, had been a sight—here was the bounty of nature, put on display the way the ancient legends said Paradise itself had once been. Exotic fruit hung from every tree, and the group could hear the calls of monkeys and birds in the treetops as they made their way down the path. 

“Good gracious, it’s hot,” Maimonides said, wiping sweat from his forehead. “Yet another reason to envy our Trystara, I suppose.” 

“I could use my wings to fan you,” the demoness suggested, shooting the gnome a toothy grin. “You’d probably like that, wouldn’t you? Dirty old man…” 

“Dirty  old  gnome,”  Maimonides  shot  back,  glancing  over  his shoulder as Firemane came whizzing by like a living ribbon. “And no, that’s  quite  alright.  I’m  merely  saying  that  I’ll  feel  much  better  once we reach this comfort station Miss Raleigh has been talking up.” 

It was odd, however. The further they walked into the jungle, the more confusion stole over Alison Raleigh’s face. The blonde led them to one turn, then another, moving with surety every time there was a split in the path. Yet she began to look at the canopy of trees around them with naked suspicion, almost deepening into paranoia. 

Alec wondered when she’d finally admit it. 

He didn’t have much longer to wait. 

“Something is wrong,” Alison said, stopping them at the next bend in the path. One trail continued forward, while the other sloped sharply  upward  onto  a  ridge,  moving  backward  from  their  position. 

“This isn’t the right way—none of these paths mean anything to me at all. This can’t be right…” 

Alec and Eleira shared a worried look. 

“What do you mean?” Eleira asked. 

“Paths  are  paths,”  Maimonides  said  gruffly.  He  clearly  just wanted  to  get  somewhere  he  could  sit  down  and  relax.  “Unless there’s magic at work, girl, all you need is a good map to find your way through the jungle.” 

“I’ve  taken  this  road  a  dozen  times,”  Alison  protested, gesturing at the two paths up ahead. “Yet I’ve never seen a break in the  trail  like  this  one  before.  Either  someone’s  been  blazing  new paths through the woods, or something seriously strange is going on here.” 

That deepened the mystery, to be sure. 

Trystara  brightened.  “Maybe  we  should  climb  a  tree?”  the demoness suggested. She eyed up a thick one with heavy branches as if weighing the merits of asking permission versus just shimmying up herself. “If I can get over the canopy, I could tell you where your way station is. Figure out whether we’re heading in the right direction

—” 

“Remember  those  missiles,”  Alec  warned.  “They  fire  on anything above the tree line. I don’t think it would be safe, Trystara.” 

“We  should  continue  going  straight,  I  believe,”  Eleira  said mildly, her cute face scrunched up in concentration. “The other path leads back the way we came. That doesn’t seem to be the right way if we want to find the center of the island and the Inscribers’ camp…” 

“Appearances  can  be  deceiving  in  the  woods,”  Alison  said darkly. She stood at the intersection a few moments longer, tapping a heel against the dirt as if a sign might reveal itself to her. 

And  a  heartbeat  later,  one  did.  Though  not  the  one  she expected. 

The  Bloodcloak  pulsed  around  Alec’s  shoulders.  It  was  a small, almost undetectable movement to an outside observer, but to Alec it felt unmistakably. The cloak had reached out and shoved him, gently in one direction. 

Toward the twisting, sloped path leading up the hill. 

“This  way,”  Alec  gestured,  making  up  his  mind  instantly.  “I have a good feeling about this one.” 

Alison  Raleigh  looked  skeptical,  to  say  the  least,  but  she followed Alec when the rest of the group did. They made their way uphill,  tripping  and  sliding  in  the  mud  as  they  scrabbled  for handholds. Maimonides allowed himself to fall behind, and Trystara used  his  disappearance  to  grab  his  shoulders  with  her  claws  and guide him up the slope behind the rest of the party, shielding him so the others wouldn’t see him letting his guard down. 

After that, Alec trusted the Archon’s intuition. Two more times they found themselves at intersections: one another fork like the one they’d navigated, and once a series of three spokes leading out into the  wilderness.  By  now  the  sun  had  almost  dipped  beneath  the horizon  completely,  adding  fear  and  haste  to  their  movements through the jungle. Full night would be upon them soon—and while Alec or Eleira could always conjure a ball of light to show them the way  through  the  trees,  doing  so  would  be  as  good  as  announcing their presence to whatever stalked these jungles at night. 

Just  beyond  the  next  bend  in  the  road,  the  ground  dipped sharply downward. Alec nearly lost his balance, sliding in the mud—

and came up against something hard and wooden. In the dim light of the stars, he could just barely make out the shape of a building, and he could hear the sound of running water a short distance away. 

“Alison!” he called behind him. “I think I found the way station you were talking about!” 

It was the wrong thing to say. What Alec  ought  to have let the team  know  about  was  the  sudden  drop  behind  them—telling  them about  the  building  had  quite  the  opposite  effect.  Rather  than  make their  way  down  with  caution,  they  raced  forward  with  haste—and nearly  slammed  into  Alec  hard  enough  to  knock  him  off  his  feet. 

Firemane  kept  Eleira  safe  and  sound,  and  Trystara  could  launch herself into the air, but there was no magical creature keeping Alison or Maimonides from falling on their rears in the mud. 

“Bah!” the gnome groaned, the wet splashing sound of a fall reaching Alec’s ears. “I’ve had enough of this blasted jungle! If this really is the way station, then I suppose I can risk a spell!” 

The gnome’s hands twisted the spiral grip of his walking cane in  two  directions  at  once,  and  the  crystal  atop  the  staff  glowed  into life. It cast a warm light upon the trees that resembled the light of the sun, making Alec feel instantly more at home. It also illuminated the wooden contours of a large shack sitting next to a creek. 

“This   is   the  way  station!”  Alison  said  excitedly.  “And  not  a moment too soon! I was beginning to worry.” 

“Looks  like  your  intuition  was  right,  after  all,”  Eleira  said, giving Alec a graceful nudge. 

“Something  like  that,”  Alec  replied,  hugging  the  Bloodcloak tighter.  He  was  pretty  sure  Eleira  knew  what  the  Archon’s  special garment was doing for him, but the others probably remained in the dark.  Better they stay that way,  Alec told himself.  For now, at least. 

Alec accessed the fire element stored in one of his batteries and cast a ball of illumination as he stepped into the way station. The building wasn’t terribly large or luxurious, but it had a homey, rustic quality Alec quite liked. Everything was made of the wood, likely the same type as the trees that grew all around the jungle. The station

had  been  separated  into  two  halves:  one  a  large  bedroom  with  a small  bathroom  on  the  side,  the  other  a  kind  of  observation  and research station with big bay windows overlooking the jungle. 

Torches sat next to these windows, which Alison illuminated with a simple whispered spell. The blonde turned around, surveying their surroundings with an increasingly dismayed expression. 

“What the…? But, where’s all the…?” 

Alison raced to what passed for a kitchen in the way station and began to rummage around. 

Meanwhile, Maimonides had crawled into one of the station’s cots  and  was  staring  at  the  ceiling,  sighing  to  himself  with contentment. “Finally, a chance to sit down,” he chuckled, sounding more  exhausted  than  Alec  had  ever  heard  him.  “No  airship,  no laboratory, just a good old-fashioned hike through the forest. Archon, how I  loathe  nature!” 

“There’s no food!” Alison cried. 

Alec,  who’d  been  watching  the  shadows  deepen  across  the jungle through the observatory’s windows, gave a start. “They never restocked the way station?” 

“It looks like they did,” Alison said, holding up an empty box. 

“But  someone  else  came  around  and  looted  everything.  The cupboards aren’t just bare—they’re  trashed.  Come and look!” 

Alec did, with Eleira following close behind. What passed for a  pantry  in  the  waystation  was  little  more  than  a  closet  with  some shelves  and  a  bare  lantern  hanging  from  the  ceiling,  waiting  to  be illuminated  with  magic.  Only  Alec  could  see  the  shelves  had  been torn from their casings, spilling screws and nails all over the floor. A two-thirds  empty  bag  of  flour  lay  next  to  the  door,  overturned  and mingled with the sawdust on the pantry floor. 

Alison closed the door, showing Alec and Eleira that the lock itself had been snapped. The hinges had also been bent, so that the door no longer properly fit the entrance to the pantry, either. 

“Someone did a number on this place,” Alison growled. Alec could understand why she felt the way she felt—this place was  her home. Her parents had likely grown the food that was stored in that pantry, and destroying it was taking resources out of the mouths of the  Inscribers.  “We  should  double-check  that  all  the  doors  and windows lock.” 

“Why?”  Eleira  asked,  moonlight  showing  in  her  eyes.  “Are you worried this place is a trap?” 

Alison  shook  her  head.  “If  they  wanted  to  trap  this  way station, they’d already be lurking in here waiting for us.” Alec couldn’t help but note that Alison declined to explain exactly who ‘ they’  were. 

“The  fact  that  they’re  not  is  a  good  sign.  It  makes  me  suspect mischief, rather than malice.” 

“Perhaps  it  was  ghosts?”  Eleira  asked,  her  tone  clearly showing she meant it half as a joke. “This is the Haunted Isle, after all—and you said there truly are spirits haunting this island.” 

“Yes,  there  are,”  Alison  said,  her  eyes  narrowing.  “But  they have  a  truce  with  the  Inscribers.  I  can’t  believe  that  things  have deteriorated so badly on the Haunted Isle that the native spirits have turned against my people. If that were true, then the defense system would almost  certainly  no longer be functioning.” 

“Perhaps  you  should  tell  us  more  about  this  place,”  Eleira suggested. “It looks like there’s a firepit in the observatory? We could sit there and warm up, and listen to you for a while.” 

Alison  thought  it  over  for  a  few  moments,  then  nodded. 

“Firewood  is  one  of  the  few  things  they  didn’t  loot  from  the  way station,” she said, moving toward the back of the cabin. “Let me grab a few logs, and you can use your dragon to get the fire started.” 

As  it  turned  out,  Firemane  proved  to  be  even  more  able  at the task than his name would suggest. In what felt like no time at all, they  had  a  roaring  fire  in  the  observatory,  warming  the  space  and making  it  feel  quite  like  home.  The  flames  made  it  harder  to  see outside  of  the  big  bay  windows  looking  over  the  jungle,  but  as  the night  deepened,  it  became  a  guessing  game  with  regards  to  the

shadows  outside  in  any  case.  Only  a  few  stars  shone  through  the thick jungle canopy, and those twinkled weakly at best. 

“So  you  want  to  hear  about  the  spirits,”  Alison  said  as  she tended  the  fire.  She’d  taken  Maimonides’s  walking  stick  in  order  to get the job done —which the gnome resented, but he was so tired at this  point  that  he  could  do  little  other  than  yawn  a  protest  as  he curled up by the fire. 

“Absolutely,” Eleira said, allowing herself a little shiver as she settled into Alec’s arms. The elf girl was tired too, Alec could tell, but fear  and  worry  kept  her  sharp.  It  would  be  a  while  yet  before  she retreated to one of the shady cots and the warm refuge of his arms. 

“I’m very curious.” 

Alison  nodded,  staring  into  the  flames.  “I  don’t  know  where they  came  from,  originally,”  the  blonde  explained,  watching  the miniature inferno in the firepit smolder. “No one among the Inscribes does. We just know they were here when we first came to the island

—long  before  our  mages  put  up  the  fog  wall,  or  installed  defense systems to keep the Haunted Isle safe from intruders. Back then, the Inscribers  were  just  an  idea  and  a  small  group  of  hardscrabble rebels.” 

“Unlike today, certainly,” Maimonides said wryly. 

Alison  didn’t  let  the  sarcasm  rankle  her.  “Of  course,”  she replied. “Some of us believe they’re the spirits of shipwrecked sailors who  crash  landed  on  the  island,  only  to  dwindle  off  and  die  due  to injuries or starvation. Still others think there was some civilization on this island long ago, before the kingdoms of men rose to dominance in  the  world,  and  that  a  few  mages  of  this  civilization  performed spells that let them live on long after death as inchoate spirits.” 

“What do  you  believe?” Eleira asked. 

The  question  caught  Alison  quite  off  guard.  Somehow,  she gave  the  impression  that  no  one  had  ever  bothered  to  ask  her before. 

“I don’t think either is quite right,” she said after a moment’s thought. “The spirits —if we actually make it to the Inscribers in one

piece, you’ll doubtless get to speak with one—certainly don’t talk like hardscrabble sailors or ancient priests. They actually remind me a bit of those phantasms you conjured with Maimonides’s invention, Alec. 

That thing you said about them being trained actors behind masks, winking at you? That’s sort of how I’ve felt every time I’ve talked to one of the spirits of the Haunted Isle.” 

Alec  filed  that  information  away  for  later.  “Are  they dangerous?” he asked. 

“Not  normally,”  Alison  said  quickly—too  quickly.  “We  have treaties  with  them.  The  Inscribers  provide  them  with  certain  spells that aid them, and occasionally give leave for a dying member of the group  to  join  them  as  a  spirit  after  they  pass  on.  In  exchange,  the spirits of the Haunted Isle mostly leave the Inscribers alone.” 

Alec  had  just  noticed  something.  “You  said  they  leave Inscribers  alone,”  he  said,  lifting  a  hand.  “We  have  nothing  that proves  we’re  Inscribers  beyond  your  word.  What  do  we  do  if  we stumble upon one of these spirits?” 

“Let  me  handle  it,”  Alison  said.  “I  know  how  to  speak  with them. Believe me, you won’t be in any danger. Most of the spirits on this Isle are actually quite tame —they provided very little trouble to the first crop of Inscribers who settled this island.” 

Maimonides  abruptly  rolled  over.  “Still,”  the  gnome  said,  “I suspect  some  mischief  may  be  afoot.  Someone   certainly  had  to mess with the stockpiles of food and water at the way station, after all.” 

Alison gave the group a guarded look. “Again, I worry about my parents,” she whispered, staring deeply into the flame. “If Dean Wolfe  really   did   strike  first  against  the  Inscribers,  he  might  have given  orders  to  destroy  any  comfort  stations  along  the  way.  What we’re seeing here might just be the vanguard of a Chaos attack—the evidence of their passing.” 

The thought disturbed Alec. And not just because of Alison’s parents, though the thought pained him to admit. If Chaos truly had overridden  the  forces  of  the  Inscribers  already,  then  they  were

chasing  a  fairytale.  Hopefully  even  if  their  destination  had  been wiped out, they’d be able to find some mode of transport home—but what if Chaos had destroyed those, as well? 

For  the  first  time,  Alec  regretted  letting  Rawiri,  Imogen, Jolenta, and Vodalus leave on the  Titan’s Claw.  Allowing that airship to retreat from the island felt like a big mistake. 

“Well,  the  good  news  is  this,”  Alison  said  suddenly.  The blonde  brightened,  trying  to  make  the  best  of  the  situation.  “If  this was  the ghosts of the Haunted Isle, then we should be perfectly fine by  morning.  None  of  them  can  work  their  mischief  in  the  light,  and most of them can’t even  manifest  in the sun’s rays. Once it’s brighter outside, we can continue our march. I know my parents are waiting for me at our hideout, in the center of the Haunted Isle.” 

Alec  yawned  explosively.  He  whispered  an  apology,  but Alison waved it off. 

“It’s late,” she said. 

Alec  felt  that.  “This  hideout  you  keep  mentioning,”  he  said, shaking himself a bit. He didn’t want to turn in for the night until he’d asked this question. “What is it, exactly? A city?” 

“A  beautiful  village,”  Alison  replied,  her  eyes  taking  on  a faraway  cast  as  she  thought  about  it.  “The  home  of  the  Inscribers truly matches the natural beauty of the jungles, Alec—it’s built right into the natural features of the island itself. Not only do the Inscribers harmonize with nature, we use it to give ourselves camouflage. You’ll love it, I’m sure!” 

“Camouflage,” Alec repeated. “How does that work with Star Magic?” 

Alison’s cheeks colored in a way that had nothing to do with the  heat  of  the  fire.  “Not  all  of  the  Inscribers  use  Star  Magic,”  she admitted in a small voice. “Most don’t even share the gift of magic, despite our looted grimoires. Or they don’t care to—seeing it solely as  a  tool  of  the  elite,  one  used  to  keep  the  population  in  line.  But your  friend  Maimonides  will  surely  complain  if  I  get  onto  another political tangent.” 

“As long as I can close my eyes,” the Shadebringer said with a laugh. 

After  that,  everything  quieted  down.  Trystara  sat  cross-legged by the big glass windows, dozing, while Maimonides snored gently  near  the  fire.  Alison  and  Alec  locked  eyes,  and  the  blonde nodded to let the young man know he ought to go lay down. Eleira tugged his arm at the same moment, giving him a sleepy smile. 

The two of them climbed into the same cot, to the surprise of no  one.  Normally  there  would  have  been  quite  a  bit  of  kissing  and petting involved in that, but both Alec and Eleira felt exhausted after their long trek through the woods. As it was, just holding the elf girl with the blankets over the both of them felt divine. 

“Do you believe all that?” Eleira asked, whispering so as not to be heard by anyone else. “All that stuff about spirits and ghosts on this island?” 

Alec  shrugged.  “Stranger  things  have  happened  to  us,”  he said with a yawn. 

“I  think  it’s  all  just  superstition,”  Eleira  said,  snuggling  in closer  to  Alec.  “Something  the  Inscribers  tell  themselves  to  make themselves feel like they have dominion over the island. Like they’ve got  a   mandate   to  rule,  or  something.  In  that  way,  they’re  not  so different from the Leafwalker Dynasty, actually.” 

“Oh  really?”  Alec  asked,  but  the  question  was  more  of  a formality.  Both  he  and  Eleira  looked  exhausted;  their  eyes  were heavy-lidded. The elf girl leaned up and planted a kiss on Alec’s lips, hot  with  passion,  but  moments  later,  Eleira  had  turned  to  the  side and was snoozing against him, her hair bobbing against his chest. 

Alec  put  his  arm  around  his  fiancée  and  smiled  up  at  the ceiling. His eyes closed, all the tension leaving his body. 

There was a noise in the cabin. His eyes snapped open. 

His body told him only moments had passed since he’d laid down,  but  the  warm  feeling  in  the  blankets  and  the  position  of  the moon  and  stars  outside  the  window  told  him  he’d  been  out  for  at

least an hour. Eleira snoozed next to him, blissfully unaware of any disturbances. 

Had her eyes opened as well, she would have seen the man with the axe standing over them both. 

Chapter 4







“Get up,” growled the man, the blade of his axe gleaming in the moonlight. “Right now. Don’t make any trouble.” 

Alec intended to make quite a bit of trouble—but the position of  Eleira  next  to  him  in  bed  made  that  impossible.  With  her  body against his, he couldn’t draw the Diamondspear. He stared up at the creature standing over him, eyes wide as he reached for his natural magic. 

“Don’t get any funny ideas, either!” the creature said, hefting the axe from the handle on his belt. “Otherwise, we’ll have to thump you about the head, young one!” 

The  man’s  gruff  tone  woke  Eleira  from  her  slumber.  She blinked once, twice, a sleepy smile on her face as she realized she was  in  bed  with  the  man  she  loved.  Then  she  saw  the  person standing over her and screamed. 

The  room  was  thrown  into  chaos.  Someone  lit  a  torch, bathing  the  observatory  in  dim,  flickering  illumination.  There  wasn’t one man but  three  standing in the midst of Alec and his friends—and only  one  carried  an  axe.  The  second  had  a  two-handed  sword clutched  in  his  hands,  and  the  third  a  notched  whip  covered  in vicious looking quills like a porcupine’s. 

“Sweet Archon!” a feminine voice called. Alison Raleigh had just been awakened by the third intruder. “We’re under attack!” 

The man closest to Alison staggered backward, surprised by something.  “Hey,  wait  a  minute,”  he  grumbled,  lifting  his  whip. 

“Flargan, I don’t think these are shipwrecked sailors—” 

A dark figure burst into the observatory with blood-red eyes. 

Alec had been wondering how long it would take for Trystara to show up and save the day. 

“Get  away  from  my  friends! ”  the  demoness  roared,  her supernatural powers distorting her voice until her words sounded like they came from the mouth of Hell itself. “Don’t you dare lay a hand on them—” 

As  quick  as  a  thunderclap,  the  man  with  the  axe  whacked Trystara in the back of the head with the flat end of his weapon. 

The demoness stumbled, all the fight going out of her in an instant.  One  knee  hit  the  floor,  and  that  momentarily  lapse  was apparently  all  the  trio  needed.  The  third  fellow’s  notched  whip flashed  out,  wrapping  around  Trystara’s  legs  and  immobilizing  her. 

The whip gouged shallow cuts in her gray flesh, unsightly but not too damaging.  Black  blood  trailed  down  the  demoness’s  thighs  as  she groaned, momentarily knocked senseless. 

“Hey! Hold on a second!” That was the second intruder—the one  with  the  big  two-handed  sword.  “Is  that   Maimonides  the Shadebringer!? ” 

All three of the dark figures turned. Alec, who was still reeling from  how  easily  the  intruders  had  disabled  Trystara,  could  only watch in horror as the gnome rolled over by the fire, the sound of his own name enough to rouse him. 

“Hmm?”  Maimonides  said,  sitting  up  in  the  dim  light.  “Who called me?” 

The first man stepped forward. “We did,” he said, brandishing his axe. “Dingle here thinks you’re Maimonides the Shadebringer. He right, or has he taken a few too many hits to the head?” 

Numerous  emotions  flitted  across  the  gnome’s  face  as  he adjusted  to  his  new  surroundings.  Finally,  a  sly  look  became Maimonides’s  expression  —unlike  Alison  Raleigh,  he  seemed  to recognize these creatures. “I am indeed that august personage,” the gnome  said,  rising  to  his  full  height.  “And  unless  I  miss  my  guess, you three would be dwarves?” 

Alec  didn’t  know  how  he’d  missed  it  before.  The  three  men were barely taller than Maimonides—each of them would have made Imogen Mossflower look practically tall. 

“Aye,” the first man said with a nod. “You’re Maimonides the Shadebringer? Really?” 

“No,  he’s  not,”  Alec  blurted.  He  wasn’t  sure  what  impulse stole  over  him  at  that  moment.  It  wasn’t  as  if  he’d  heard  the Bloodcloak  telling  him  what  to  do  or  giving  him  a  hint.  He  just suddenly  felt  it  would  be  a  good  idea  to  hide  Maimonides’s  identity from these dwarves. 

Maimonides  didn’t  seem  to  take  the  hint.  “I  can  handle  this lad,”  the  gnome  said,  holding  up  a  hand  with  an  inflated  sense  of ego. “Of course, it makes perfect sense that these men would have heard  of  me.  Dwarves   are  distant  cousins  of  gnomes,  after  all.  No doubt you know of my many accomplishments as a highly respected researcher, and paragon of the kingdoms. Most recently I have been in the service of Archmage Uriel Diamondspear…” 

“Yep,  that’s  Maimonides  alright,”  the  first  dwarf  said.  “Grab him!” 

As  one,  the  dwarves  attacked.  The  one  with  the  notched whip let go of his weapon, leaving it wrapped around Trystara’s legs as he dove and tackled the gnome. The other two dwarves backed the  first  up,  brandishing  axe  and  sword  as  if  warning  Alec  and  his fellows  against  trying  to  interfere.  In  short  order,  Maimonides  was hoisted off his feet, carried between two of the creatures like a sack of potatoes. 

“Put me down!” Maimonides cried, reaching in vain for some kind of spell to push away his attackers. “Do you have any idea who I am?” 

“Oh, we know  perfectly  well who you are, gnome,” the head dwarf  said,  pulling  a  pair  of  iron  shackles  from  his  belt.  Dark  runes wreathed the metal like blood-red sigils, making Maimonides’s eyes pop at the sight of them. “A rake, a rogue, and a troublemaker!” 

“Not to mention one of Uriel Diamondspear’s pets,” a second dwarf added. 

It  was  this  that  appeared  to  anger  Maimonides  beyond  all else. “Pet!?  You impudent whelps! Maimonides the Shadebringer is

no man’s pet! I merely have a beneficial arrangement with the house of Diamondspear…” 

The  third  dwarf,  who’d  discarded  his  weapon,  snickered. 

“Beneficial,  sure.  That’s  what  the  mutt  says  about  the  food  in  his bowl, too.” 

While  the  third  held  Maimonides’s  legs  tight,  the  third snapped  him  in  chains.  “That  should  do  it,”  the  man  said,  leaning over  to  retrieve  his  axe  from  where  he’d  left  it  lying  against  the shelter’s  walls.  “You  shouldn’t  be  causing  us  any  problems  now, Master Shadebringer—” 

The dwarf paused. His axe was no longer there. 

A black shadow landed between the first man and the prone figure of Maimonides, growling. “You will unhand him!” it declared in a feminine voice. “That gnome is my  guest! ” 

It  took  Alec  a  moment  to  match  the  voice  with  a  face. 

“Alison?” 

Each of the three dwarves had been readying themselves for battle. Now, at the sound of that name, they drew up short, sharing a nervous look. “Alison Raleigh!?” 

The  blonde  stepped  into  the  light.  Alec  had  no  idea  how she’d  managed  to  loot  the  dwarf’s  axe  right  out  from  under  him—

obviously  she  was  an  even  more  resourceful  magic  user  than  Alec had originally perceived. 

“I don’t know any of you,” Alison snarled, brandishing the axe in her hands as if she’d trained with it all her life. “Are you with the Inscribers,  or  are  you  brigands?  Answer  quickly,  before  I  decide  to just end you all and be done with it!” 

The lead dwarf lifted his now weaponless hands into the air, giving  the  girl  a  gesture  of  peace.  “Alison  Raleigh,  is  it  truly  you? 

After all this time?” 

“We  thought  we’d  never  find  you,”  the  third  dwarf  grunted. 

Maimonides had been trying to bite the man for some time, without much success. 

Alison’s  eyes  narrowed.  “Identify  yourselves,”  she  said haughtily. 

Alec  couldn’t  believe  how  quickly  the  energy  in  the  shelter had  shifted.  A  few  moments  ago,  these  dwarves  looked  as  if  they planned to tie them all up in chains and make them fight each other for their amusement. Now they practically bowed and scraped before Alison, as if she had the power to make their lives very unpleasant. 

With a start, Alec realized she very likely did. 

“My name is Flargan, Princess Raleigh,” the first dwarf said, bowing before the blonde. “My man over there with his arms around the gnome is Dingle, and that third with the big sword is Rex. If we’d known it was you to begin with, Princess, we’d never have attacked your group without warning…” 

Something in Alec’s mind missed a step. It felt like someone climbing  the  stairs  of  a  well-known  tower,  only  to  find  one  step  just before the top to be totally missing. 

“Princess!?”  he asked, gawking at Alison. 

Alison Raleigh sighed and rolled her eyes. “Gods, but I hate that  word.  Just  because  I’m  the  daughter  of  Jyndal  and  Kirsten Raleigh, it does  not  make me royalty.” 

“Begging  your  pardon,  m’lady,”  the  dwarf  known  as  Dingle said  from  his  position  gripping  Maimonides.  “But  it  most  certainly does.” 

“The  Raleighs  are   the   noble  house  of  the  Inscribers,”  Rex blurted. 

A  look  of  pure  rage  flashed  across  Alison’s  face.  “The Inscribers do not  have  noble houses! That’s the entire point—magic belongs to everyone, not just an elite few! Gods, how many times do I have to correct you people!” 

“I  had  no  idea  you  were  a  Princess,”  Eleira  said  mildly, sharing a look with Alec. “It turns out I’ve been addressing you wrong all this time, my Lady.” 

Alison’s eyes narrowed. “No. You haven’t. My name is  Alison

 — not  ‘princess’,  or  ‘my  lady’,  or  any  foolish  thing  like  that.  I   forbid you three to speak about me in those terms, Flargan!” 

“This is all extremely interesting,” Maimonides muttered from his prone position, “but you could kindly request these gentlemen  get the hell off me!? ” 

Abruptly, Alison realized the dwarves were still restraining the Shadebringer. 

“Yes, please, let him go,” the blonde said, though she looked at least a bit as if she’d have preferred they keep the gnome under lock  and  key.  “None  of  us  are  your  enemies,  as  I’m  sure  you  can see. I’ve finally returned to my homeland.” 

“With  Maimonides  the  Shadebringer  in  tow,”  Flargan  said, gesturing for the other two dwarves to let the gnome free and undo his chains. “Funny thing, that.” 

Alison gave the group an awkward look. “Yes, well. Who are you three, and what are you doing patrolling the comfort station?” 

As if Flargan suddenly remembered who he was speaking to, he  stood  up  a  bit  straighter  and  saluted.  “Your  esteemed  parents sent us, my...  Alison,” the dwarf said, studiously avoiding the use of titles.  “We  were  sent  by  them  to  patrol  the  entrance  points  to  the Haunted Isle in the hopes you would return.” 

“Ever  since  they  turned  on  the  defense  system,  they  knew you  couldn’t  reach  the  Redoubt  by  air,”  the  dwarf  known  as  Rex added.  His  beard  was  divided  into  two  long  braids,  each  of  which was studded with precious jewels. 

Alison  nodded.  “Why  have  they  turned  on  the  island’s defense systems? Are we under attack?” 

The three dwarves shared a look. 

“Perhaps  it  should  be  us  asking  the  questions,  Princess,” 

Flargan said, his hands on his hips. He was the only clean-shaven member of the group, and nearly a foot taller than the others. Given a bit more stature, he might not even have appeared a dwarf at all. 

“I have no idea what you mean,” Alison replied in an offended manner. 

“Your parents,” Flargan began, “have been waiting for you to return  from  the  Royal  Academy.  You  had  a   mission  there—to  steal the  grimoires  of  the  noble  houses,  along  with  as  much  of  the research  done  by  Maimonides  the  Shadebringer  that  you  could manage  to  loot.  Instead,  you  come  back  with  two  students,  a demoness who looks like she belongs serving drinks at a tavern, and the gnome your parents told you to  avoid  talking to at all costs!” 

Alison let out a shocked little cough. “Yes, well—the mission went sideways,” she explained. 

“Sideways,”  Dingle  said,  retrieving  his  whip  from  around Trystara’s legs. 

Alec  felt  it  was  time  to  act  before  things  got  out  of  hand. 

“Perhaps I should introduce myself,” he said, stepping forward. Each of the dwarves reacted differently: Dingle looked like he was about to hold  out  his  hand  for  a  shake,  while  Flargan  looked  around  for  his axe,  clearly  ready  to  drop  into  a  battle  stance.  “My  name  is  Alec Diamondspear. I’m Alison’s friend.” 

“Diamondspear!? ” the dwarves said as one. 

“That’s right,” Alec said with a little laugh. 

The  shocked  look  Flargan  turned  on  ‘Princess’  Alison Raleigh put all his previous posturing to shame. “You brought Uriel’s nephew  here?  The  Archmage’s  heir  apparent—the  future  leader  of House Diamondspear? What, Princess, have you gone  insane!? ” 

“I’m on her side,” Alec said, shocking the three dwarves into gasps. “Well, partially, in any case.” 

“We bring with us news from the Royal Academy,” Alison said firmly, wanting to get past having to explain themselves as quickly as possible. “Information that’s far more important than a few dusty old tomes could ever hope to be. I must speak with my parents as soon as possible!” 

“Aye, we already know,” Flargan said. 

Alison looked shocked. “You do?” 

The dwarf nodded. “The Dean of the Royal Academy—some guy  named  Jonas  or  Wolfe  or  whatever—made  an  announcement not  too  long  ago.  All  of  you  are  traitors  to  the  crown  or  some  such thing.”  He  glanced  at  Alec  suspiciously,  though  his  gaze  softened when he took in the sight of Eleira standing next to him. “The strange thing, though, is he claims all of you are currently in custody. Locked up  tighter  than  a  bug’s  behind  in  the  cells  beneath  the  Royal Academy  itself.  Got  pictures  and  everything  through  a  scrying crystal.” 

“Oh,” Eleira said, lifting a hand. “Those are clones.” 

The dwarf’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “Clones?” 

“It’s a long story,” Alec said, his hand straying to the crystals at his belt. “Alison knows a little of it, to be sure, but the gist of it is that Dean Wolfe hasn’t truly captured us.” 

The  dwarf  known  as  Dingle  looked  Alec  up  and  down,  then snorted. “Well,  obviously.” 

Now it was Alec’s turn to snicker. “Fair enough. You seem like you know everything already then, do you?” 

He’d meant the remark to be somewhat mocking, but Flargan took it as anything but. The gnome ran a thumb over his bare chin, staring at Alec as if he couldn’t quite figure out what to make of the lad. 

“I  know   this,”  he  finally  said,  retrieving  his  axe  from  Alison and shoving it back into his belt. “There’s rumors over the radio that none other than Uriel Diamondspear himself has joined the cause of the  Inscribers.  Says  he  put  you  and  the  gnome  up  to  trying  to  loot the  Royal  Academy—and  that  more  than  that,  he’s  a  servant  of Chaos.” 

The  words  sent  a  chill  down  Alec’s  spine.  He’d  expected them,  of  course,  ever  since  hearing  Maimonides’s  tale  of  being frozen out and accused by the faculty at the Royal Academy. But it still hurt to hear it put so plainly. 

“That’s  ridiculous,”  Alec  blurted,  feeling  angry.  “Everyone knows Uriel is a man of honor.” 

“And  if  he  joined  the  Inscribers,  we’d  already  know  it,” 

Flargan agreed. “It’s strange, though. Apparently old Uriel’s mansion at  the  Northmund  Estate  was  raided,  and  they  found  a  suspicious book in his possession. Some old roster of Chaos called  The Book of the Guilty, with a bunch of Chaos-aligned sigils all over it…” 

Alec’s  blood  froze.  Slowly,  he  looked  over  at  Maimonides, who was just as shocked as he. The gnome nodded once, gravely, as if he’d rather be doing anything but. 

“That’s our fault,” Alec murmured, feeling all the strength go out of his limbs. “Uriel... that book was the proof we needed to indict Dean Wolfe and all the rest…” 

“It  looks  as  if  instead,  it’s  been  used  to  bring  Uriel  low,” 

Maimonides said, shaking his head. “Don’t worry, lad. We’ll fix all of this. We have to.” 

Alec  thought  so  as  well.  But  as  he  stared  into  the  darkness outside of the cabin, surrounded by his new dwarven entourage, he realized he may have just gotten his father figure into a whole lot of trouble…



Chapter 5







After  meeting  with  the  dwarves,  Alec  and  the  rest  of  the group wanted to head out right away. According to Flargan, Dingle, and Rex, an enclave of the Haunted Isle’s magical creatures waited about a half-day’s journey up the road. But Flargan wouldn’t hear of it. 

“We don’t move until first light,” the dwarf explained, climbing over  to  a  hammock  and  laying  himself  down.  “Not  while  there’s  a Shikasta about.” 

Alec had never heard the word before. “A what?” he asked, glancing at Maimonides as if the gnome would provide confirmation. 

Maimonides  looked  back  blankly.  It  seemed  even  the Shadebringer had never heard of such a thing. 

But apparently Alison Raleigh had. 

“That’s  balderdash,”  the  blonde  said,  putting  her  hands  on her hips. “The Shikasta is just a campfire tale people on the Haunted Isle tell each other to frighten their children at night. There’s no such thing.” 

The dwarf looked at Alison beneath his heavy eyebrows, his lips forming a puckered line. “Things have changed since you left us, Princess. Many things spoken of only as legends have begun to walk the jungle at night. The aboveground of the Haunted Isle is no longer safe.  The  Redoubt  itself  has  been  abandoned,  in  favor  of  the  Old Grove. Bringing you back to your parents will be no easy task.” 

Alison’s  eyebrows  had  shot  higher  and  higher  with  each  of the dwarf’s declarations. “My goodness,” she finally said, putting her hand  against  her  cheek.  “The  Redoubt   abandoned?  What  has happened to the Haunted Isle while I was away?” 

The  dwarf  appeared  to  be  on  the  verge  of  answering—then he glanced outside the window. Alec could see nothing through the semi-transparent glass save for the trees of the jungle and the stars, but  the  old  dwarf  shivered  all  the  same.  Perhaps  he’d  seen something Alec hadn’t. 

“‘Tis  bad  luck  to  speak  of  these  things  at  night,”  Flargan finally  grunted.  “Me  and  my  fellows  will  keep  watch  the  rest  of  the night,  Princess.  You  and  your  group  had  best  take  the  cots.  We’ll wake you in the morning, then start the long trek to Job’s Bet.” 

Alison stamped her foot on the boards. “I don’t need a rest, I need  answers,” she snapped, sounding every bit the bratty princess that  Flargan  had  accused  her  of  being  only  a  short  time  ago.  “I demand you explain what’s been going on with my parents to me—” 

“Princess!” Flargan said harshly. “Keep your voice down!” 

“Oh what,” Alison said with a haughty laugh. “Or the  Shikasta will get me? My parents have been spooking me with that old wives’

tale for years, Flargan—it hasn’t frightened me yet.” 

“It should, Princess,” Rex grunted. “It should.” 

“I’m sorry,” Alec said, cutting into the argument. “But who or what is this  Shikasta supposed to be?” 

Alison looked about to offer another of her cutting rebuttals, but Flargan struck first. “‘Tis a woman with the head of a deer,” the dwarf  explained,  “according  to  those  few  who  have  seen  her  and lived. Blood and guts hang from her antlers, from all those poor fools who have  not  lived to tell the tale.” 

“The blood never dries,” Dingle added, shivering next to the fire. “It drips from her antlers forever, on and on, no matter how long she  walks.  It’s  said  you  can  track  the  Shikasta  if  you’re  brave enough, by following the trail of blood.” 

“Not  that  any  man  would!”  Rex  added,  looking  up  from  his sword. “Only fools would court that kind of danger.” 

All this interested Alec in the extreme. Not merely because of the  legend—but  because  even  as  the  dwarves  explained  this

creature’s exploits, the crimson fabric around Alec’s shoulders began to pulse in recognition. What did the  Bloodcloak  want  with  a  horror like this deer woman, of all things? 

Apparently,  he  wouldn’t  find  out  that  night.  Flargan,  Dingle, and Rex commanded them back to the cots on the other side of the cabin—and  this  time,  the  dwarves  fingered  their  weapons  in  a  not-so-subtle way, letting them know the chains were a potential option. 

“All  this  is  very  well,”  Maimonides  grumbled,  rubbing  his wrists as the group stepped behind the curtain, “but I’ve never been treated with such disrespect before! And by such close cousins, too!” 

Eleira made it all the way to her cot before doubling over. For a  moment,  Alec  worried  she  was  hurt—then  he  recognized  the sounds coming from her and realized she was giggling. 

“Princess? ”  the  elf  girl  asked,  turning  her  eyes  on  Alison Raleigh. “All this time, and you didn’t dare tell us?” 

Alison looked as if she’d dearly hoped the rest of the group would forget about that until morning. “It’s not something I advertise,” 

the blonde said with a sigh, climbing onto one of the narrow beds. “I don’t even  believe  in nobility. If it were up to me, the Raleigh’s would be  no  different  from  the  rest  of  the  common  people—with  no  more right to the privilege of magic than anyone else. But I can’t deny that people  like  Flargan  and  Dingle  treat  me  like  I’m  more  important because of who my parents are.” 

“We all have our hypocrisies,” Maimonides grumbled, flipping over  in  bed  almost  instantly.  “In  a  sense,  all  thriving  beings  live  to survive their paradoxes. Yours just happens to be one that shames you whenever someone brings it up, is all.” 

Alison’s  cheeks  flushed  crimson.  “I  am   not   ashamed  of  my upbringing,” the blonde said through gritted teeth. “You’re one to talk, considering how many women you’ve made passes to at the Royal Academy…” 

“Perhaps  I  should  have  told  them  I  was  secretly  royalty,” 

Maimonides said, his face appearing from beneath the covers with a smile. “I might have gotten lucky more often.” 

Alison  threw  a  pillow  at  the  gnome.  Maimonides  seemed  to enjoy  this;  he  grabbed  it  in  midair  and  tucked  it  beneath  himself, savoring the fact that he now had an extra. After a moment, Alison realized she’d just left herself without a pillow to rest her head on. 

“I don’t like them,” Trystara said, gesturing at the curtain. The demoness  perched  like  a  gargoyle  on  the  foot  of  Alec’s  bed,  intent on keeping silent watch over her master and his fiancée. She’d been oddly  quiet  ever  since  being  bested  by  the  dwarf’s  whip,  and  she seemed to be calculating their odds of escape behind those glowing crimson eyes. 

“The dwarves?” Alison asked. “Well, I don’t like them either. A silly,  superstitious  lot.  Deer  women  walking  the  jungles  at  night! 

Really? But we  can  trust them, if only because they’ve sworn an oath to my parents.” 

Alec shimmed beneath the covers, pulling Eleira to him. The elf  girl  watched  the  proceedings  through  sleepy  eyes,  her  body pressed up against Alec’s as if she might drop off at any moment. 

“Speaking  of  which,”  Alec  said,  “your  parents.  Are  they  the leaders of the Inscribers?” 

Alison’s face looked somewhat pinched. “In as much as the Inscribers even  have  leaders, well... yes. But that doesn’t make me a Princess. If anything, Jyndal and Kirsten are more like administrators than  revolutionaries.  You’d  be  surprised  how  much  goes  into planning  a  successful  coup  of  the  nobility:  food  supplies,  transit, fencing stolen artifacts…” 

Alec nodded. A yawn broke from his lips; it truly was getting very late. “And what’s this Redoubt all about?” 

“The  city  of  the  Inscribers,”  Alison  said,  her  eyes  already growing  heavy  on  her  cot.  “If  they’ve  moved  it  underground,  it’s because something bad has happened—or something bad is  about to  happen.  The  Haunted  Isle  can  function  perfectly  well underground,  but  of  course  it’s  dreadfully  dirty  and  gross  living beneath the earth. Only races like dwarves can stand it.” She gave a little start as she seemed to recall that Maimonides had referred to

the  trio  as  ‘distant  cousins’.  “No  offense  meant,  Master Shadebringer…” 

 Master  Shadebringer   was  already  asleep,  snoring  quietly. 

Alec realized it was probably time for them to join him. 

Together, they turned in. Eleira’s body felt warm and inviting beneath  the  covers,  and  not  for  the  first  time  Alec  thought  about doing  a  bit  more  than  just  kissing  her.  He  knew  he’d  never  do anything  Eleira  wasn’t  one  hundred  percent  comfortable  with,  and the  elf  girl  certainly  seemed  intent  on  protecting  her  purity  before they tied the knot. 

Alec  was  fine  with  that  —a  fact  that  never  failed  to  shock Eleira. But there were areas of her gorgeous body where he longed to roam, places he yearned to caress and pinch and squeeze gently, reminding her that he was here and he was hers. 

And she was his. 

Eleira smiled sleepily as he pressed up against her, her face resting  against  his  chest.  “My  hero,”  she  murmured,  running  her hands  over  the  small  of  his  back.  “If  those  dwarves  had  ended  up being  hostile,  you  would  have  protected  us  from  them,  wouldn’t you?” 

“Of  course  I  would  have,”  Alec  said.  He  didn’t  need  to exaggerate—that  was  merely  a  fact  of  life.  He’d  protect  the  people he loved at any cost. 

Eleira  nodded.  “That’s  why  I’m  not  scared,”  she  whispered, her voice taking on a giggly, girlish quality. “Even if that thing  is  real, I’m  not  going  to  let  it  frighten  me  tonight.  Because  you’re  with  me, and you’ll keep me safe.” 

Alec let out a little chuckle. “The deer woman? Alison’s right, that’s just an old wives’ tale. Go to sleep, Eleira.” 

She already was. The elf girl relaxed against him, her breasts rising  and  falling  against  his  chest.  In  her  half-sleep,  she  let  out  a little  moan,  rolling  over  onto  her  side  and  letting  her  hip  poke  him between the legs. It felt half pleasurable, and half annoying. 

 These  cots  are  way  too  small,  Alec  thought.  Unless  Eleira and I were already man and wife, at which point they’d be perfect, I suppose. 

He  opened  his  eyes  in  the  darkness  and  found  Trystara  on the foot of the bed peering down at him. “What are you staring at?” 

he asked, his tone more inquisitive than irritated. 

“A very honorable young man,” the demoness said, a strange huskiness in her tone. “You’ve never once tried to take advantage of that  elf  girl,  Alec.  Nor  have  you  ever  been  inappropriate  with  me.  I have  to  commend  you  for  that.”  She  shook  her  head.  “That  kind  of self-control is a rare gift.” 

Alec  stiffened.  To  hear  about  himself  and  Eleira  was  one thing, but  Trystara? 

   “I  would  never...  do  anything  like  that  with  you,”  Alec muttered,  careful  not  to  raise  his  voice  enough  to  wake  Eleira. 

“That’s ludicrous, Trys! You’re my friend.” 

Suddenly  Alec  realized  he  might  have  offended  the demoness. 

“You think it’s so ridiculous?” she asked with a strange smirk. 

“Half the students at the Royal Academy think you take liberties with me already. You’re too honorable to hear the snickers and the jokes, but the others at Olivia Pawmaw’s familiars class just  loved  to wish aloud that they had a familiar who looked as beautiful as I…

Framed against the starlight in that way, Alec had a sudden realization. 

“Is that why you don’t want to evolve?” he asked. “Because you worry you’d lose your beauty?” 

The  question  took  Trystara  so  off-guard  that  she  nearly  fell from her perch. “What? No, that’s not it at all. I’ve never cared about my  looks,  Alec.  I’m  not  blind,  nor  am  I  deaf:  I  saw  the  stares  and heard  the  whistles  whenever  I  walked  about  the  Royal  Academy grounds. But I’ve never let that affect me. I’m not built that way.” 

Alec wasn’t sure in what way the demoness  was  built, or why she was asking these questions so late at night. “Then why?” 

Trystara  let  out  a  shocked  little  laugh,  as  if  acknowledging how Alec had checkmated her. “That is a question for another day, Alec  Diamondspear,”  she  said,  leaning  forward  and  planting  a  kiss on his forehead. Coming from her, it felt almost maternal. “Get some rest.  And  keep  being  nice  to  that  elf  girl,  but  don’t  forget  to  let  her feel  your  passion  every  now  and  then.  You  don’t  want  her  thinking you’re every bit as much a monk as the ones at the Archon Temple who raised you…” 

Alec  chuckled  in  the  darkness.  “Small  chance  of  that, Trystara.  I’m  a  man,  with  a  man’s  hungers.  I’m  just...  I’m  trying  to give Eleira what she needs, you know?” 

Trystara  chuckled  in  a  way  that  was  anything   but   maternal. 


“That’s what she said,” the demoness cackled in the darkness. “I’m sure  you’ll  give  Miss  Leafwalker  exactly    what  she  needs—in  time. 

Sleep  now,  Alec.  I’m  keeping  watch.  I’ll  let  you  know  if  anything happens.” 

Alec  closed  his  eyes,  his  mind  a  whirl  of  thoughts.  They quieted  down  almost  instantly  as  Eleira  snuggled  up  beneath  him. 

She took his hand and placed it on her stomach, hugging herself to him as she snoozed. 

In this position, Alec was out like a light in moments. 





Chapter 6







“Alec? Wake up, master.” 

Alec’s eyes opened in the darkness. From the rested feeling in  his  arms  and  legs,  he  expected  to  see  a  crack  of  light  on  the horizon, at the very least. But it was still full dark—from the look of the  stars,  it  was  still  several  hours  from  dawn.  Eleira  snuggled against him, warm and good, and his body yearned for nothing more than to close his eyes and go back to sleep again. 

If only it weren’t for the demoness perched on the end of his bed. 

“Trystara?”  Alec  sat  up  sleepily,  gently  putting  Eleira’s  head on a nearby pillow. The elf girl muttered in her slumber, then rolled over  with  a  gentle,  cute  snore.  Alec  peeled  back  the  covers, suddenly  cold.  He  wore  nothing  but  his  small  clothes.  “What’s wrong?” 

The  demoness’s  body  was  a  study  in  readiness.  Her  every muscle  and  sinew  were  taut  as  a  bowstring,  like  a  sculpture  by  a famous  artist.  Her  crimson  eyes  focused  on  a  nearby  window, tracking something in the darkness. It was clear she’d been on watch for some time and had debated waking him or not. 

“I  heard  something,”  the  demoness  muttered.  “Something that doesn’t seem to be going away.” 

With  a  low  groan,  Alec  slid  out  of  bed.  His  feet  felt  freezing against the boards of the cabin—how had the temperature dropped so  quickly?  On  the  other  side  of  the  curtain,  a  wan  light  flickered, proof that there was still a fire going in the fire pit. 

“What do you want me to do about it?” Alec asked, grabbing his robes. The Diamondspear lay concealed in a pocket in the fabric, sharp  and  ready.  He  didn’t  forget  the  Bloodcloak,  either—it  both

warmed  him  and  provided  a  greater  sense  of  safety.  “Should  we grab the dwarves?” 

“Those  fools?”  Trystara  snorted.  “Nah,  they’ll  probably  just cause  more  trouble  than  they’re  worth.  I  don’t  trust  them,  anyway. 

Although  I  can’t  believe  they  don’t  hear  what’s  going  on.  Are  those three asleep on the job or something?” 

Alec  craned  his  neck,  struggling  to  hear.  There  were  no sounds  of  something  snapping  around  outside—and  just  as strangely,  he  couldn’t  make  out  so  much  as  a  murmur  of conversation  from  the  dwarves  on  the  other  side  of  the  curtain. 

 Perhaps  they  really  have  fallen  asleep,  Alec  thought,  more  than  a little worried. Hadn’t the trio promised to protect their ‘Princess’? 

Slowly,  Alec  slipped  across  the  darkened  side  of  the  cabin. 

He headed for the curtain hanging across the hallway, eager to see what  was  beyond  it.  No  doubt  the  dwarves  were  just  messing around, but if they  had  fallen asleep on the job, he’d have to rouse them.  Trystara  might  not  have  trusted  them,  but  the  trio  were  the most reliable sentries they had. 

Just then, a thump issued through the walls. 

“That’s  what  I’ve  been  hearing,”  Trystara  whispered,  a strange look on her face. “Tell me I’m not just crazy, Alec. You can hear that too, right?” 

Alec  could—but  he  couldn’t  tell  where  it  was  coming  from. 

The vibration appeared to emanate from everywhere and nowhere at once. 

“It could just be rain,” Alec said, though the weather outside was  glassy  and  clear.  “Or  small  animals  perhaps,  nipping  at  the walls…” 

“That’s  not  a   small  animal   and  you  know  it,”  Trystara  said. 

“I’m not saying this  Shikasta  thing is real, but this island  is  supposed to be haunted, you know. Spooks and specters playing tricks on us all night might be fun for some, but not this demoness…” 

Alec  had  reached  the  curtain  dividing  the  cabin  into  two halves. Still no sound could be heard from the opposite end, though

the flickering of the flames continued. Surely someone was up and about if the fire was tended? 

His  fingers  tugged  the  side  of  the  curtain,  letting  a  crack  of light fall into the dark side of the cabin. Just then, Maimonides let out a loud, undignified snore, and Alec turned around, trying to suppress his own laughter. 

Which died in his throat. 

The gnome’s eyes were wide open. 

Alec  gave  a  start,  which  caused  him  to  stumble  backward. 

Unfortunately, he still had his hand around the fabric of the curtain, which  tore  down  the  middle  like  an  overstressed  chair.  The  golden rings holding the curtain to the ceiling snapped one after the other, letting  in  more  of  the  light.  Now  Alec  could  see  Alison  Raleigh  and Eleira,  both  laying  in  their  cots  with  wide-open  eyes.  They  stared straight ahead, seeing nothing at all. 

“What  on  Earth!”  Alec  groaned  as  he  fell.  “Trystara, something strange is going on—” 

When  he  glanced  at  the  firepit,  Alec  already  knew  what  he was  about  to  see—yet  the  sight  still  caused  his  blood  to  freeze. 

Flargan, Dingle, and Rex still sat around the firepit, as if they were in the middle of a hushed conversation. Flargan was polishing his axe, while Rex was frozen in the middle of lifting a cup to his lips. 

All  three  dwarves  snored  contentedly.  Every  inch  of  them looked peaceful—save for those strangely staring eyes and the fact that they were carrying out their tasks while apparently sleeping with their eyes open. 

“Oh  no,”  Trystara  groaned  from  behind  him.  “Alec,  we  need to get out of here…” 

The demoness trailed off. Alec froze, terrified to turn around. 

Knowing he needed to. 

He  twisted  at  the  waist.  The  demoness  had  paused  in  the middle  of  her  sentence,  going  silent.  Her  eyes  were  half-open, 

staring  forward  at  nothing  as  if  she’d  suddenly  been  hit  with  a stunning spell. But no one had so much as touched Trystara. 

“Trys!?  Get  up,  Trys!”  Alec  sprang  forward,  shaking  the demoness. He tried to rouse the dwarves next, only to find them as immovable  as  stones.  The  situation  grew  stranger  and  stranger  by the  moment,  until  Alec  felt  as  if  he  were  on  the  verge  of  losing  his mind. 

The strange thumping came back, harder and harder. After a time, Alec realized he now knew where it was coming from. 

The roof. 

As  he  had  the  thought,  a  figure  dropped  in  front  of  the  big bay windows. Even in the dim, waning moonlight, Alec could see the shadows of antlers—antlers that dripped with blood. 

Fear  filled  Alec’s  heart.  The  Diamondspear,  the  Bloodcloak, all the gifts of the Archon—they felt as if they couldn’t avail him here. 

That   thing   lurked  outside,  waiting  to  enter  and  do  whatever unspeakable acts it wished to Alec and his party. The Shikasta: not an  old  wives’  tale,  and  not  a  legend  no  matter  what  Alison  Raleigh said. 

Terribly, horribly real. 

The door to the cabin opened, and the creature entered. 

Flargan and Dingle had been correct: it did have the body of a woman. A most beautiful woman, and one that happened to be as naked  as  the  day  every  woman  was  born.  The  cold  didn’t  seem  to bother  her  one  bit,  and  she  walked  barefoot  across  the  boards, taking her time as she entered the shelter. 

Alec found his gaze drawn to her head. She had the head of a deer, but not just any deer—a twelve-point buck, the kind of thing any  hunter  would  be  proud  to  display  on  their  walls.  Only  a  hunter would  have  cleaned  those  antlers  before  displaying  them.  These were  covered  with  blood  and  gore,  strands  of  intestines  like streamers between the points of the creature’s massive horns. 

That  blood  dripped  all  over  the  floor,  never  stopping.  Alec knew it never would. 

He  had  to  fight.  His  nerveless  fingers  reached  for  the Diamondspear in his robes, praying the battle-fury the artifact placed upon  him  would  be  enough  to  break  through  this  fear.  His  fingers moved like molasses, the fabric as unyielding as steel. 

Before he could touch the weapon, the creature spoke. 

 Do  not  arm  yourself,  it  said  in  a  woman’s  smooth  contralto. 

The deer’s head never moved its lips—the words merely  appeared  in Alec’s head, echoing against the walls of his skull.  Otherwise,  I  will be forced to kill you. And I would rather not incur blood debt against the House of Diamondspear. 

So the Shikasta was no mindless monster. It could talk; could think. That information might just save Alec’s life. 

The  whine  of  a  scream  threatened  to  break  from  his  throat. 

Alec swallowed it down, forced himself to act rationally. 

“Who are you?” he asked. “What  are you?” 

 I am she,  the deer woman rattled,  who was here before the beginning.  Before  the  Dead  Ones  roamed  my  forests,  before  the sons  and  daughters  of  men  built  their  homes  inside  of  my  home.  I am the Broken, Alec Diamondspear. 

She  certainly  didn’t  seem  broken  to  him.  If  anything,  her power frightened him to his very core. This cabin contained himself, three  fighting  dwarves,  two  of  the  most  talented  students  of  the Royal  Academy,  and  the  legendary  artificer  known  as  the Shadebringer—and  this  creature  had  easily  broken  through  their defenses. 

“What...  what  do  you  want?”  Alec  asked,  managing  to  force the words out of his nerveless lips. “Are you here to kill me?” 

With a slowness like a nightmare unfolding, the deer woman shook  her  head.  Blood  and  gore  dripped  from  her  antlers,  staining the  floor.  Some  of  it  landed  in  Dingle’s  beard,  provoking  a  visceral reaction of disgust from Alec. 

 I am here,  the Shikasta said,  to warn you. 

“Warn  me  about  what?”  Alec  asked,  glancing  around  the cabin. “Couldn’t you have done that without... without doing whatever it is you’ve done to my friends?” 

 Solitude is necessary,  the creature spoke in his skull,  so that we  may  speak.  The  dwarves  with  you  intend  to  bring  you  to  a  city beneath the soil. Within it, there are those who perform a magic I find utterly  intolerable.  It  is  an  abomination,  this  practice—something  I have longed mightily to stamp out of the world. Something that  hurts me,  Alec  Diamondspear.  And  there  is  not  much  that  can  hurt  a creature as old as me. 

The  implications  of  her  statement  were  clear.  You  wouldn’t last  a  moment  against  me,  is  what  the  Shikasta  was  saying.  Alec believed her. 

“What  is  this  magic?”  Alec  asked.  “And  why  should  I  be worried about it?” 

 They  will  ask,  the  Shikasta  rumbled,  to  make  alterations  of the  creatures  you  command.  They  will  claim  it  is  the  only  way  to reach your objective—the city at the heart of the Haunted Isle. 

Alterations? Alec glanced back at Trystara, thinking again of the  way  the  demoness  made  no  notice  of  her  own  beauty  as  she went to and fro in the Royal Academy. Certainly Trystara didn’t worry about  losing  her  beauty—yet  there  were  reasons  for  her  to  decline evolution, all the same. Alec couldn’t imagine forcing such a choice on his own familiar, yet this creature seemed to think it was bound to happen. 

 It’s a monster,  Alec reminded himself.  Remember that. 

The deer woman cocked her head to the side, blood dripping from her antlers.  Yes, I am. 

Alec froze, his heart skipping a beat. “You heard that?” 

He heard a strange sound echoing on the inside of his skull: hollow and cold. He thought it might be the Shikasta laughing. 

 These people are correct,  the deer woman said, going on as if nothing had happened.  You will not reach the deep caverns—what these people call the ‘Old Grove’—without this alteration. There are powerful creatures standing in your way. 

Alec  felt  more  confused  than  before.  Why  was  the  creature telling him this? “Then what do I do?” he asked, spreading his arms. 

 You  are  trapped,  the  Shikasta  told  him.  Its  words  had  the finality of a tolling bell—of the final tug of a noose on the gallows.  If you  allow  this  abomination  to  occur  beneath  my  soil,  I  will  destroy you and those you care about. If you do not, you will never reach the Old Grove—and my children will eat you alive. 

Huh? Her children? 

“What children?” he asked. 

The Shikasta shook its deer head.  There is only one option. 

 An exchange. 

Alec  didn’t  like  the  sound  of  that.  The  figure  had  been steadily moving closer while it spoke to Alec inside of his head, and now  it  was  so  close  that  he  could  feel  the  heat  rolling  off  the monster’s  body.  Her  human  side  smelled  like  cinnamon,  and  the deer  head  atop  her  shoulders  smelled  like  musk  and  blood.  The combination made his head swim. 

“What  kind  of  exchange?”  he  asked,  his  fingers  straying toward the Diamondspear. 

Just then, the Bloodcloak gave a jerk on his shoulders. 

Was the Shikasta smiling?  Your cloak,  it rumbled, a piece of flesh falling from one of its antlers.  Give it to me, and I will call my children  away  from  the  path.  I  will  guide  you  myself  to  your destination,  unseen  in  the  shadows.  You  will  be  safe  and  secure—

 and all those you love will be, as well. 

The  Bloodcloak’s  reaction  could  only  be  described  as panicked.  The  fabric  tightened  and  loosened  around  his  shoulders like a gripping fist, pulsing with power. Its murmurs sounded against

his  ears  like  the  waves  of  a  distant  ocean,  no  single  word  clear enough to make out. 

But Alec knew one thing for certain. The Bloodcloak did  not want Alec to hand it over to the Shikasta. 

 It is such a small thing, in exchange for your life,  the Shikasta purred. Its nostrils flared, twin trails of smoke escaping into the air of the  cabin.  When  Alec  hesitated,  it  added  in  a  more  somber  tone:   I will also mate with you. 

If  Alec  had  been  freaked  out  before,  this  declaration  made him  take  a  full  step  backward.  “What  are  you  talking  about!?”  he growled, no longer caring that the creature could hear his thoughts. 

“You’re insane!” 

He heard the creature chuckling in his head.  You do not wish to  possess  this  body?  It  asked,  running  a  human  hand  down  its curves.  You had eyes in your head enough for it when I first entered, son of Diamondspear. 

Alec  grit  his  teeth.  There  was  one  way  to  shut  this  down quickly—and if the thing could read his thoughts, he’d probably not be able to hide it in any case. 

“I’m  not  really  a  Diamondspear,”  he  shot  back,  his  fingers nearly touching the silver rod in his robes now. “I’m a fraud, creature! 

Not worthy for you to mate with!” 

The  monster  cocked  its  head  to  the  side,  as  if  it  had  just heard  distant  thunder.  Curious,  it  said  in  his  skull  after  a  moment’s pause.  Were you a Diamondspear, I would not lower myself to mate with you. What you are is much more precious than that. 

Alec’s heart skipped a beat. “What am I?” he asked, his pulse racing  like  a  hummingbird’s.  Did  this  creature  know  the  truth  about him? His lineage, his parents? Something as old and powerful as it just  might.  “What  do  you  know  about  me,  creature!?  Who  are  my parents?  Why  can  I  do  the  things  I  do—feats  mankind  hasn’t  been able to perform in centuries!?” 

 I  will  tell  you,  the  Shikasta  said  with  a  faint  hint  of  laughter. 

 Once you give me the cloak. 

Alec  stared  down  at  the  Bloodcloak.  The  fabric  vibrated  so rapidly  now  that  it  appeared  to  be  in  an  earthquake  of  its  own making.  Fear  tingled  through  the  garment,  as  if  it  feared  its  master would now hand it over to this ancient creature. 

Could he really give it to this monster? The Bloodcloak was his  most  precious  possession,  to  be  sure,  but  the  answers  he’d sought his entire life for felt as if they were worth any price. His hand strayed  to  his  shoulder,  fiddling  with  the  catch  there  that  kept  the cloak cinched against his back. Was he really going to do this? 

He  almost  did.  Then  his  eyes  traveled  back  for  a  fleeting moment, glancing back at the cots near the rear of the cabin. 

All  his  friends  sat  bolt  upright  in  bed,  staring  at  him  with sightless eyes. 

Alec’s hand left the Bloodcloak, while the other whipped the silver baton from the hidden pocket in his robe. A metallic  shing  filled the cabin as the spear extended to its full length, the sound like the return  of  sanity  in  an  insane  world.  Alec  stared  the  monster  down, his jaw hardening. 

“I’ll not give anything to you,” he said, backing away from the deer-headed  woman.  “Get  out  of  here,  now!  Or  I’ll  be  forced  to  cut you down!” 

Those  deer  eyes  looked  almost  sad  as  the  Shikasta  stared down at Alec.  So you have chosen,  it said, in a tone as final as the grave.  Very  well,  Diamondspear.  We  shall  meet  again,  when  you have contributed to my Breaking in the way that only you can. 

“What?”  Alec  forced  out  a  laugh.  After  all  that,  the  creature was  really  just  going  to  walk  out  of  the  cabin  and  leave?  “You’ve already  warned  me  about  this  magic,”  he  growled.  “I’ll  find  some other way to make it to the Old Grove. Whatever tricks you’ve tried to pull on my friends, they don’t work on me, creature!” 

 You  misunderstand,  the  thing  said,  turning  around  and walking to the door.  You think you will remember this exchange. This offer I made you. You are mistaken. 

“What?” Alec asked. But the change in the room had already begun. 

The  staring,  sightless  figures  of  Alec’s  friends  dropped  like stones back into bed, as smoothly as puppets with their strings cut. 

Flargan,  Dingle,  and  Rex  collapsed  around  the  fire,  going  limp  as whatever  hideous  power  the  Shikasta  used  so  casually  fled  the building. 

Alec had just enough time to watch the deer-headed woman stride from the cabin before the lights went out in his head. 







Chapter 7







The  smell  of  cooking  food  woke  Alec  the  next  morning.  He stretched  and  yawned,  flexing  his  toes  beneath  the  covers  as  he rolled  over  and  embraced  Eleira.  The  elf  girl  looked  freshly  rested, though her hair looked more than a little out of place. 

“Good  morning,”  Eleira  whispered,  her  eyes  opening  in  the early morning light. “How did you sleep?” 

“Ah,  I  had   terrible   dreams,”  Alec  said,  barely  repressing  a shudder. “Fortunately, I don’t remember them at all.” 

Eleira  made  a  face.  “Then  how  do  you  know  they  were  so terrible?” 

For  just  a  moment,  Alec  grasped  at  something  beyond  his reach. He remembered flickering flames, his skull feeling as if it were on fire. Then the dream faded. 

“Easy,” he said, giving Eleira a kiss on the neck. “You weren’t in them.” 

The  elf  girl  accepted  the  compliment  with  her  characteristic grace.  Less  graceful  was  Maimonides’s  wake  up  routine,  which apparently involved more snuffling and grunting than an entire pack of the Northmund Estate’s dogs. 

“It’s  the  strangest  thing,”  Trystara  told  Alec  as  they  ate breakfast. “I passed out last night.” 

Alec cocked an eyebrow. The dwarves’ food was simple, but hearty—Alec  felt  as  if  he  could  eat  such  fare  every  day,  especially compared  to  the  foodstuffs  favored  by  the  Archon  Temple  and  the Royal Academy. 

“Isn’t  that  what   most   people  are  supposed  to  do  at  night, Trys?” he said. 

“I  know,”  the  demoness  said  with  a  chuckle.  “But  I  was  so intent on watching over you and Eleira last night. I don’t know why I wasn’t able to control myself…” 

Alec shrugged it off. “Nothing happened,” he told his familiar, soothing  her  worries.  “Obviously  Flargan,  Dingle,  and  Rex  were more than able to keep watch.” 

The trio of dwarves had awoken before the rest of the group and looked ready to move at any time. They had to wait for Alec and his  other  friends  to  bathe  and  dress,  and  for  Maimonides  to  move through his morning exercises. 

“Keeps me limber,” the gnome said as he pushed through a ridiculous set of lunges that reminded Alec of a grasshopper on fire. 

“You’ll  find  that  when  you’re  my  age,  any  advantage  you  can  find, you hang onto as closely as you can!” 

“I pray that I’m as spry as you when I reach your honorable age, Master Maimonides,” Eleira said with kindness. 

They  left  the  relative  safety  of  the  way  station  behind  and headed  down  the  trail,  moving  deeper  into  the  woods  as  the  sun rose in the sky. The path felt surprisingly easy to navigate, with none of  the  odd  twists  or  turns  that  had  so  bedeviled  Alison  Raleigh  as they’d made their way into the island for the first time. 

As  they  walked,  the  conversation  gradually  turned  to  things left unfinished the previous night. 

“You said my parents abandoned the Redoubt,” Alison said, increasing her speed to match that of the dwarves near the front of the pack. “Why has everything been moved underground?” 

“Two  reasons,  Princess,”  Flargan  said,  apparently  having already forgotten his pledge the previous night to not refer to Alison with any titles of royalty. “One from above, and one from below. As soon  as  the  decree  came  out  from  the  Royal  Sky  Watch  regarding the  Inscribers  as  terrorists,  the  decision  was  made  to  activate  the defense system over the Haunted Isle.” 

“That  makes  a  certain  sort  of  sense,”  Alison  admitted.  “And the second? This reason from below, as you’ve said?” 

The  trio  of  dwarves  shared  a  look.  “That’s  a  bit  more complicated,”  Flargan  said,  shrugging  his  shoulders.  “The  short version is that we’re under attack from that direction as well. You’ll... 

come to understand it better once you reach the underground.” 

“The nearest entry point is just up ahead,” Dingle added with a smile. “The dwarven town of Job’s Bet. Once we reach it, we can load up on supplies for the journey beneath the soil.” 

Those  words— beneath  the  soil— touched  something  in  the back of Alec’s brain, and he shuddered. “I thought we were venturing through the jungle?” he asked, glancing from his friends beside him to the dwarves just up ahead. 

Flargan shook his head. “Not with the Royal Sky Watch doing flybys over the island. The only way to reach the Old Grove is by the underground tunnels, so it just makes sense to travel in that fashion.” 

“I don’t know,” Eleira said, sidling up beside Alec. “There are some elves who live nearly their entire lives beneath the ground, but I’m not one of them. The thought gives me hives.” 

“You  think  it  disturbs  you?  Imagine  being  a  creature  with wings!” Trystara flexed hers, as if proving a point. “Nowhere to fly, no sky  above  your  head—it’s  rough,  I  tell  you.  I  managed  it  that  one time with the big glass room and that freaky eye, but that’s because those caves were big enough to stretch out in. Lots of tasty spiders, too.” The demoness cast a skeptical eye across the jungle. “Not so many of those here, though.” 

They  continued  walking  in  silence  for  some  time.  Alison Raleigh appeared to be chewing on what she’d heard from Flargan; she clearly didn’t like the dwarf’s explanations but couldn’t very well argue with them. 

Alec decided he was curious about the dwarves. Maimonides had  referred  to  them  as  distant  cousins,  and  he’d  rarely  gotten  an opportunity  to  meet  with  or  speak  with  one.  Nonhuman  students were  rare  in  the  Royal  Academy—and  nonhuman  students  who weren’t elves were far, far rarer. 

“So  there’s  a  whole  city  of  dwarves  on  this  island?”  Alec asked, catching up with Dingle. 

“All sorts of magical creatures!” the rotund dwarf responded, clapping  Alec  on  the  back.  “Dwarves,  gnomes,  even  some  more exotic things from the Far Reaches. All are welcome on the Haunted Isle, provided they hate the aristocracy with as much venom as the Raleigh clan.” 

“But where did they all come from?” Alec asked, his interest piqued. “This island isn’t exactly a well-known spot.” 

It was Alison who answered. “My parents have spent most of their lives building a network across the kingdoms,” the blonde said, idly  playing  with  her  braid  as  she  walked.  “And  my  grandparents before them. This idea of freeing magic and giving it to the common people—it’s  not  new.  It’s  something  we  here  at  the  Haunted  Isle have  been  trying  to  achieve  for  generations.  The  Inscribers  are  an old and venerable secret society, whatever the noble houses might say about ‘New Plagiarists’.” 

At the sound of that epithet, all three dwarves turned and spit into the brush. 

“So  you  don’t  like  being  called  that  one  bit,”  Alec  surmised. 

“Very well. Is it much farther to Job’s Bet, then?” 

“Another  hour  or  two,”  Flargan  said  distractedly.  The  big dwarf  had  one  eye  on  the  sky  the  entire  time  they’d  walked,  as  if expecting an airship from the Royal Sky Watch to drop between the trees  at  any  moment.  He  wondered  what  the  dwarf  knew  to  make him so paranoid. 

“I wouldn’t suppose there are any rest stops along the path?” 

Maimonides asked. Alone among the rest of Alec’s crew, the gnome was having trouble keeping up the pace. His stubby legs were meant for striding the halls of science, not for long hikes in the wilderness. “I could use a break. And a flask of water. In fact, I’m beginning to wish Jolenta and her endless supply of wine were here along with us…” 

Flargan  smiled.  “No  worries,  gnome,”  the  dwarf  said,  with  a distinct   buck  up   quality  to  his  tone.  “We’ll  be  stopping  for  lunch

shortly. I have something special to show you.” 

The   something  special   turned  out  to  be  a  narrow  path winding upward over a ridge, similar to the split path they’d noticed on their way into the island. Maimonides huffed and puffed his way up along with the rest of the group, though even Alec felt more than a  bit  winded  by  the  time  they  made  their  way  to  the  top.  He  could see the tops of trees beneath him, and he felt a spike of fear at the idea  that  the  island’s  defense  systems  might  activate  here  and  fire upon them. 

“Don’t worry,” Rex said breezily, as if the dwarf could read his mind. “Nothing’s going to hurt us up here.” His hand loosely gripped the two-handed sword at his back, as if he planned to meet any test to that supposition with combat. 

When  they  came  out  from  between  the  trees,  Alec  gasped. 

The dwarves had led them to a narrow ridge above the treeline, with a slender stream cutting through it. That rush of water raced to the edge of the rock and soared right over, becoming a waterfall. It cast a spray of water into the air on all sides, with a bright rainbow visible through the cloud of vapor. 

“By the  Archon,”  Eleira  said,  her  tone  amazed.  “It  looks  like Paradise itself!” 

“This is where we’ll be lunching,” Flargan said, looking almost as moved as Eleira by the sight. “Refill your flasks in the stream—it’s clean—and Dingle and Rex will start passing out rations.” 

Maimonides  looked  like  he  was  about  to  do  some  passing out of a different sort. As the group sat along the ridge, staring out at the gorgeous, panoramic landscape, the other two dwarves passed around  sacks  filled  with  simple  lunches.  The  food  was  mostly leftovers from breakfast, but Alec wasn’t one to complain: especially not with an empty, rumbling stomach. 

He devoured his meal, attacking it with such vigor that Eleira giggled. “You must really like that,” the elf girl chuckled. 

“It’s  good,”  Alec  groaned  around  the  meal.  He  felt  as  if  he hadn’t eaten in days. 

Trystara  hung  from  the  side  of  the  cliff,  peering  like  a gargoyle  over  the  jungle.  The  sight  of  it  tingled  something  deep  in the back of Alec’s brain, but whatever it was felt too distant for him to grasp. 

“I  wish  I  could  take  a  quick  flight,”  the  demoness  sighed, scratching her cheek with her long black nails as she watched a pair of  birds  gambol  through  the  air  with  obvious  jealousy.  “You  don’t think those missiles would fire on me if I just shot right out and back again, would they?” 

“Best not to risk it, miss,” Flargan said. The dwarf had filled his  cup  with  water  from  the  nearby  stream  and  was  drinking  deep. 

“Even one of those missiles could destroy this entire waterfall.” 

Trystara  looked  like  she  understood  but  didn’t  like  it.  “Ugh, fine,”  she  groaned,  settling  back  on  her  haunches  as  she  watched the rest of the diners. “This jungle is a total bust, though. There’s not even any juicy spiders for me to eat! It’s not a proper jungle without spiders…” 

As the rest of the group ate, Alec began to notice something strange.  Near  the  side  of  the  ridge,  just  where  the  treeline  met  the sheaf of rock fringing the waterfall, there stood a rocky outcropping that almost looked like some species of signage. Like something an explorer would place to mark their progress through an area where they were likely to lose their way. 

“Do  you  see  that?”  Alec  asked,  gesturing  toward  the  rock feature. Eleira followed his finger, squinting. “I think that’s a  path  right there, next to the waterfall.” 

Eleira  craned  her  neck  to  see,  squinting  at  the  sight  of  the strange rock formation. “I think you might be right,” the elf girl said, nudging him gently with a smile. “Should we tell the others?” 

He  ought  to,  to  be  certain—yet  something  inside  of  Alec cringed at the thought. Perhaps it was some youthful rebellion yet to be  stamped  out,  but  the  thought  of  slipping  down  a  secret  path leading  behind  a  waterfall  with  his  beloved  had  something  of  the impetuous tinge of youth to it. He simply couldn’t resist slipping away

from the rest of the party, checking out the hidden trail with Eleira at his side. 

Besides, such a thing was terribly   romantic. Had Jolenta and Vodalus been with them, they almost certainly would have approved. 

As  he  took  Eleira  by  the  hand  and  slipped  away  from  the other  lunchers,  Alec  found  himself  thinking  of  the  pair  of  dramatic students,  along  with  Rawiri  Igneous  and  Imogen  Mossflower.  Had the  Titan’s Claw  made it to Rawiri’s homeland yet? By now it ought to  have,  assuming  they  hadn’t  run  into  any  unexpected  trouble  or hidden dangers along the way. He wondered how their reception had gone in Rawiri’s father’s court, and whether their wild stories about Dean  Wolfe  being  an  agent  of  Chaos  would  be  believed.  Surely when  they  reached  Alison’s  people,  they’d  hear  something  about that on the scrying crystal, if one of the kingdom’s monarchs raised a flag in open opposition to the Royal Academy. Wouldn’t he? 

Alec  decided  to  shrug  off  such  dangerous  notions  for  now. 

There was a secret to explore! 

He  and  Eleira  were  so  stealthy  that  no  one  noticed  as  they slipped beneath the lip of the ridge. Either that, or everyone in their party  were  focused  on  their  meals  instead.  Not  even  Trystara seemed to see as Alec and Eleira dropped, finding a set of well-worn stairs  carved  into  the  rock.  Alec’s  heart  beat  faster  with  the  lure  of discovery, and he guided Eleira by the hand along the narrow path. 

It  was  very  slippery,  and  quite  dangerous  to  boot.  But  the danger just made it more romantic. By the time the stairs leveled out to  form  a  straight  path  behind  the  waterfall,  the  elf  girl  was  kissing Alec’s neck, and her fingers explored his smooth, muscular chest. If what  they  found  inside  that  alcove  was  darkness  and  solitude,  the two of them might end up doing far more than simply kissing. 

“Come on!” Eleira cried, laughing. 

Alec’s ears pricked up, worried that the dwarves above would hear  them—then,  a  moment  later,  he  realized  they  wouldn’t.  The sound of the water swallowed their conversation, dulling the sounds of  the  outside  world.  Here,  he  and  Eleira  felt  like  the  only  two

survivors in Paradise—as if the kingdoms and their magical troubles were all part of some other, less perfect world. 

With  a  grin,  Eleira  led  Alec  into  the  darkness.  Her  kisses became  urgent,  almost  needy,  and  before  he  knew  what  he  was doing,  he’d  laced  his  hands  under  her  backside  and  pinned  her  up against  the  rock  wall.  The  stone  was  smooth  and  even  behind  the waterfall, as if carved by a master artisan. So was Eleira. 

“I love you,” the elf girl gasped, her lips opening for Alec as they  kissed  in  the  shadowy  alcove.  “You’re  such  a  wonderful  man, Alec Diamondspear. Such a... a gentleman…” 

“I told you I would be one,” Alec said, his lips nuzzling Eleira’s neck.  His  fingers  quested  lower,  gripping  the  hem  of  the  elf  girl’s leathers  as  if  about  to  open  a  treasure  chest.  “Right  up  until  the moment you decided to uncage the beast within me. Are you feeling like this might be the moment, Eleira?” 

The  elf  girl  groaned  against  his  chest  in  response.  It  felt crazed  how  quickly  they’d  let  their  passions  take  over—Alec normally never let his youthful feelings lead him by the nose in this fashion. But when he was with Eleira, it was like he couldn’t control himself. 

“I...  I  don’t  know,”  Eleira  gasped,  kissing  him  in  a  way  that said  the  complete  opposite.  This  was  always  Alec’s  problem—the gap between body and mind. Eleira  wanted  to say yes, it was written on  every  inch  of  her  perfect,  autumnal  skin.  Yet  she  held  herself back. 

“Then perhaps we should stop,” Alec said, pulling back just a bit. “Or kiss a bit longer, then explore this cave?” 

The  corner  of  the  elf  girl’s  mouth  curled  in  a  smirk.  “More kisses  would  be   very   welcome,  Alec,”  she  said,  giggling.  “I’m  so sorry to be a tease. I know I must be driving you crazy. Most boys at the Academy would never put up with a woman like me…” 

Alec  seized  her  and  looked  her  square  in  the  face.  “You’re worth it,” he said, the words cutting straight to Eleira’s heart in a way no  other  compliment  could.  “And  trust  me,  Eleira—you  don’t  tempt

me  beyond  anything  I  can  bear.  Though  you  do  get  close sometimes…” 

“I’d like to get closer,” Eleira said. “Kiss me, Alec. Oh, I love you so much…” 

He did. 

Who  knew  what  might  have  occurred  beneath  the  waterfall that  day  if  what  had  happened  then  had  waited  just  a  few  minutes longer to reveal itself. It’s possible that day might have been all the sweeter—and  just  as  possible  Alec  and  Eleira  would  have  found themselves  in  a  position  where  they  were  unable  to  defend themselves. 

For just then, as Eleira kissed him, an earthy  grunt  filled the back of the cabin. 

Eleira  drew  taut  as  a  bowstring,  her  hands  on  Alec’s shoulders to give herself some space. “What was that?” 

Alec  wasn’t  sure,  but  he  didn’t  like  it  one  bit.  “Perhaps  we should explore this cave sooner rather than later,” he said, feeling in his robes for his weapon. “Check it out now, and kiss later—” 

The  grunt  came  again,  this  time  echoing  across  the  stones. 

Then another, and another. 

“Alec?”  Eleira’s  feet  hit  the  floor.  All  thoughts  of  sweet, romantic things had fled from the elf girl—she looked utterly terrified. 

“What is that?” 

Alec retrieved the Diamondspear from his robes and stepped in front of Eleira. “Whatever it is, I’ll handle it,” he said, pulling some of the light coming from beyond the waterfall into his body. He lifted his  hand,  preparing  to  cast  a  light  spell.  His  boyhood  fantasies  of finding  treasure  at  the  end  of  a  hidden  path  were  incorrect,  it seemed, yet he could still win the day and the girl as long as he kept his courage up. Whatever lurked in this hidden alcove, it couldn’t be a match for Alec Diamondspear. 

The ball of light blazed to life above Alec’s head, illuminating the  cavern.  It  stretched  deeply  into  the  darkness,  sloping  gently

downward a stone’s throw or more down the path. The smooth rock walls  extended  as  far  as  the  eye  could  see—clearly,  this  was  the entrance to some cavern that ran beneath the entire hillside, dipping under the soil. 

Behind him, Eleira screamed. 

The  cavern  was  filled  with  writhing,  grunting  worm-like creatures the size of men. 



Chapter 8







“Eleira,  get  back!”  Alec  shrieked,  brandishing  the Diamondspear before him like a plowman’s sickle. “Go to the stairs, quickly! Get help!” 

The  elf  girl  didn’t  need  to  be  told  twice.  She  ran,  stumbling over the slick ground as she retreated from the tunnel and its bevy of hideous creatures. In other circumstances, Alec might have blamed her for fleeing so abruptly—but not these. It took everything inside of Alec not to join her in her mad dash for safety. 

The  creatures  in  the  tunnel  were  almost  too  disgusting  for description.  Their  flesh  was  pale,  as  if  they’d  never  seen  the  sun, and lumpy like milk that had been left out to curdle for days. Slime covered  their  bodies,  which  were  as  tall  as  a  human’s  but  had  the short, stubby limbs more common to gnomes or dwarves. 

Worst of all were the mouths. The creatures appeared to be almost   all   mouth—that,  at  least,  was  what  they  thrust  forward  into the  air  as  if  scenting  prey.  Each  creature  had  a  triple-row  of  sharp, shark like teeth, with a tongue long enough to loll halfway down their chest.  Those  tongues  tasted  the  air,  flapping  madly  like  banners attached to a castle wall in a high wind. 

Alec wanted to vomit. All thoughts of love and romance had fled  him;  it  was  a  struggle  just  to  remain  upright.  What  were  these things,  these  combinations  of  man  and  worm?  It  seemed  like  he should  know,  like  the  sight  of  them  sent  an  echo  of   something through the back of his mind. 

He shrugged the thought off, then lowered the Diamondspear like  a  bayonet.  These  creatures,  at  least,  he  would  feel  no compunction about killing. They disgusted him. 

The  first  of  them  reached  the  mouth  of  the  cave,  drawn  by Eleira’s scream and the sound of the running water. Its limbs moved in a herky jerky, stop and start kind of way that reminded Alec of a shadow against a cave wall. With a groan of displeasure, he swung the  Diamondspear  in  a  great  horizontal  arc,  cleaving  through  the worm-man’s soft, flabby neck. 

The wound ripped open, and maggots spilled out across the stone.  Now  Alec  really   was   going  to  be  sick.  The  smell  was incredible—like a battlefield after the crows had spent a day or two feasting on the dead. 

The worm-man took another hesitant step forward, then fell. 

His fellows either didn’t notice or didn’t care—they walked right over his pale, flabby body like it was a feature of the tunnel, the sounds of violence  having  drawn  their  attention.  Beady  eyes  flashed  in  the deep, all fixed on Alec Diamondspear. 

He  could  kill  them,  of  course.  But  there  were  so   many!   He needed  something  more  powerful.  Extending  a  hand  behind  his back, he reached for the waterfall itself. So much flowing water just behind him felt like an almost inexhaustible fount of power, and Alec had  no  trouble  shunting  water  energy  into  the  crystals  at  his  belt. 

The element of water filled his insides, making him feel as if he stood on  the  ocean  floor  even  as  he  stood  his  ground  against  the oncoming wave of worm-men. 

He  remembered  a  nursery  rhyme  from  the  monastery—one about a spider washed down a waterspout, unable to make it to the top thanks to a sudden downpour of rain. Alec smiled as he realized that’s exactly what he was about to enact with these creatures. 

As  three  of  them  stumbled  over  the  body  of  their  fallen comrade,  Alec  threw  his  hands  before  him  and  discharged  the element of water. To a casual observer, it would have looked like the waterfall  itself  suddenly  switched  from  vertical  to  horizontal,  the massive churn of water filling the smooth rock tunnel. 

The  worm  creatures  were  knocked  into  each  other,  swept back into the tunnel by the wave of water. Alec laughed with triumph

as the water coursed into the deep, sending the creatures backward. 

But  not  for  long,  it  seemed.  Almost  as  soon  as  the  wave  of water  passed,  more  flabby  white  forms  clustered  around  the entrance to the tunnel. Alec’s eyes widened—he hadn’t realized just how  many  of the things there were! 

The  Bloodcloak  hissed  against  his  shoulders,  speaking warnings  in  an  ancient  tongue.  Alec  didn’t  know  if  the  Archon’s  gift had seen creatures of this sort before, but he knew it was concerned about the sheer  number  of the monsters closing in on him. He swung the  Diamondspear  again  and  again,  sweeping  it  horizontally  like  a farmer  cutting  a  scythe  through  grain.  More  wounds  opened,  more trails of maggots littered the floor, and more worm-men fell. 

It wasn’t enough. For every creature he slew, ten staggered over the bodies of the fallen. Alec had begun to feel as if he fought the mythical snake who grew two heads for every one cut off—that he was doing himself more harm than good by continuing to fight the creatures. 

He  flung  both  hands  behind  himself,  grabbing  more  of  the element of water. If he couldn’t clean the tunnel with the smaller flow he’d already summoned, he’d simply wash them out with even more liquid. Alec’s teeth grit as he tugged, absorbing nearly the entire flow of  the  falls  as  the  crystals  at  his  belt  began  to  light  one  after  the other. Only a light rain fell to the river below now, nearly all the water pulled directly into Alec’s body. 

 Try  coming  back  from  this  one,  Alec  thought,  readying  a wave of water. He tossed his hands out before him, preparing to fling the wave of magic at the creatures—

Only for the worm-man nearest him to lean over and bite him on the back of his hand. 

Instantly, Alec felt woozy. His magic left him, droplets of water flinging  themselves  out  in  all  directions  as  he  turned  into  a  human waterspout. He gazed down at the imprints of teeth against his hand, a drop of something purple and sizzling dripping from the wound. 

 Poison,  he  thought,  trying  and  failing  to  grab  at  his  natural magic.  I’ve been poisoned! 

It  was  no  use.  The  magic  simply  wouldn’t  come—and  the worm-men were pushing in closer with every passing moment. 

He  grabbed  the  Diamondspear  with  both  hands,  stabbing  it into  the  shaded  tunnel  like  a  man  trying  to  get  a  difficult  piece  of earwax free. How silly he’d been to think this alcove could ever be a place of love! His kisses and caresses with the fair Eleira felt like the actions of a previous life—something that could never happen now, not  with  slimy  worm-men  closing  in  from  all  directions  and  poison coursing through his veins. He stabbed harder, taking a step into the darkness,  hearing  the  cries  of  the  worm-men—and  realized something horrible. 

The Diamondspear was  stuck. He’d speared a half-dozen of the creatures on its hilt, and now he lacked the strength to pull it free! 

Alec  tugged  and  tugged,  but  his  strength  deserted  him  with each  passing  moment.  Maggots  spilled  from  the  worm-men’s wounds, covering his hands and making him gag. Alec took a step backward, then another, gripping the hilt of his weapon loosely. The ground beneath him, already slick with water and worms, became a nearly unnavigable obstacle course of horror. 

“Help!” he finally shrieked, completely overcome. Where was Eleira? Had she managed to get away in time, or had the worm-men caught up with her? “Someone help me—!” 

A black figure sailed through the waterfall. 

Trystara  slammed  into  Alec’s  back,  using  him  as  a  human projectile to knock the front row of worm-men down. The demoness shot  out  an  arm,  shoving  Alec  back  as  she  waded  into  the  fray. 

Unlike Alec, the gray-skinned familiar didn’t react with horror to the sight  of  such  disgusting  creatures  in  the  dark  tunnel—she  simply killed. Her claws flashed again and again, ripping through worm-men as if they were nothing but paper before her. Trystara turned into a whirling ball of death, clearing the next dozen steps of the tunnel of monsters in a matter of moments. 

The demoness turned, her red eyes shining in the dim light. 

“Alec, are you alright?” she asked, her voice distorted almost beyond human hearing. Alec had never seen Trystara this  angry  before—the familiar crackled with demonic energy, right on the cusp of evolving into  an  even  more  powerful  form.  Alec  knew  Trystara  was  fighting just  as  hard  to  keep  from  transforming  as  she  was  to  protect  Alec. 

He wished he knew why. 

Alec held up his hand, the strength ebbing from him. “It... bit me…” 

Trystara’s eyes filled with worry. The Diamondspear lay next to Alec, covered in worm gore, but he couldn’t have picked it up and held  it  if  he’d  had  a  hundred  years  to  try.  His  head  felt  like  it  was somewhere  on  the  moon,  and  he’d  become  only  vaguely  aware  of the events happening around him. 

Trystara  took  one  look  at  the  wave  of  worm-men  incoming and  grabbed  the  Diamondspear  and  tucked  it  into  a  holster  on  her back,  then  wrapped  her  claws  around  Alec.  “I’ve  got  you,  Master,” 

the demoness whispered, her voice crackling with emotion. “I won’t let those  things  get their hands on you!” 

As  the  worm  men  closed  in,  Trystara  jumped.  Alec  felt  a disorienting  rush  as  man  and  familiar  leaped  through  the  waterfall, into the open air. Practically mindless in their hunger, the worm-men tumbled over the side, falling into the river below. 

Then Trystara’s wings opened, and Alec was flying over the river. But he was tired—oh so tired. The poison in his veins no longer hurt—he merely felt cold. The demoness’s grip warmed him, though. 

Perhaps if he closed his eyes for a short rest, he’d feel better. 

“Alec!?”  Trystara’s  voice  cut  through  the  din  in  his  head. 

“Alec, hang on! I’m going to get you some help…” 

As his eyes closed, Alec watched a tidal wave of worm-men stumble through the waterfall to explode on the rocks below. 

 What  a  romantic  afternoon,  he  thought,  his  consciousness slipping away.  I hope Eleira is alright…



Chapter 9







Alec awoke in a massive bed, beneath a dome of rock. 

He  sat  bolt  upright  in  the  bed,  feeling  himself  all  over.  He’d been  replaying  his  last  memories  on  a  loop  as  he  lay  beneath  the blankets, seeing a wall of wriggling white creatures closing in on him over and over again. He felt  gross  in a way he hadn’t in a long time

—and  the  strange  sizzle  beneath  his  skin  only  added  to  the sensation. Where was he? 

The  bed  in  which  he’d  found  himself  seemed  luxurious,  at least.  Four  posts  of  burnished  bronze  reached  from  the  corners  of the mattress to the ceiling, holding up a canopy with painted scenes of the Archon distributing gifts to the kingdoms of men. Alec stared at these for some time, dimly wondering where he was, then memory came rushing in. His hand…! 

His hand was covered in bandages. Just moving it hurt a bit, though the strange feeling that had filled him after the bite had faded, at least. Now he remembered everything—the afternoon behind the waterfall with Eleira, the discovery of the worm-men, the fall from the waterfall in Trystara’s arms. He was lucky to be alive. 

Bracing  himself,  Alec  tried  to  rise.  The  covers  felt  like  iron weights over his chest; he could sit up only with a supreme effort. He soon gave up on trying, content to lay back against the pillows and survey the strange room in which he’d found himself. 

It appeared to be some kind of infirmary.  I’m well acquainted with those, at least,  he reminded himself, and would have chuckled if he’d had the ability. However, this differed in one major respect from the halls Alec recognized from the Royal Academy. 

The bed, the tables, the medical equipment in the room—all of  it  was  sized  for  someone  of  Maimonides’s  height.  Dwarves,  in

other words, or gnomes at the very least. 

It was some time before he realized that a small silver bell sat on  the  table  next  to  his  bed.  Longer  still  before  Alec  managed  to maneuver  his  good  hand  to  pick  it  up  and  give  it  a  weak  ring.  But when he did, the door to the chamber slammed open and a familiar figure emerged. 

“Alec?”  Eleira  stepped  into  the  room,  the  dried  remnants  of tears covering her cheeks. “Is that you? Are you alright?” 

“It’s me,” Alec croaked. His voice sounded strange to his own ears, as if he hadn’t been using it in weeks.  Gods, what happened to me? 

Eleira  didn’t  seem  to  mind  in  the  least.  The  elf  girl  raced forward,  weeping  openly  as  she  climbed  into  bed  with  Alec.  There was  no  hint  of  worry  about  potential  impropriety  or  prudishness  as she  slipped  beneath  the  covers,  embracing  him  as  hard  as  she dared. He winced a bit, but her hugs were very,  very  welcome. 

“I was so worried about you!” Eleira gasped, burying her face in  his  chest.  “Oh  Gods,  I’m  so  sorry  I  ran  when  I  did,  Alec.  Had  I stayed and fought with you, I might have kept you from being bitten by the Broken! You nearly died, and it’s all because of me…” 

Something tingled the back of Alec’s brain. “The  Broken?” he gasped, finding it a bit easier to form words. “You mean those worm things?” 

A smile spread across Eleira’s face. “Yes, darling, that’s what I mean. You’ve been out for a bit—so much has happened while we waited  to  see  if  you  would  recover  from  the  Broken’s  poison.  The dwarven healers say it’s far from a sure thing, even with someone as young and healthy as you. It was touch and go for a bit, but you’ve come  through  the  worst  of  it  now.  And  once  Dr.  Island  arrives,  he should be able to heal you the rest of the way.” 

Alec’s  mouth  moved  soundlessly.  Eleira’s  short  statement had left him with about a billion questions, but one rose to the front of his mind. “Could I have some water?” he managed to croak. 

“Oh,  of  course!”  Eleira  slid  from  the  bed  and  hastened  to  a dwarf-sized  table,  which  had  a  pitcher  of  water  and  two  glasses waiting on it. She filled one and brought it to him, tipping it back so that  he  could  drink.  “Here,  Alec.  I’m  so  silly—of  course  you’ll  need water after you were down for so long…” 

Alec  managed  to  swallow  several  great  gulps  of  the  stuff, then motioned for Eleira to snuggle him again. The water tasted pure in  a  way  that  the  wells  of  the  Archon  Temple  simply  didn’t—as  if they’d been strained through the rocks beneath the island. 

“How long?” he asked, dreading the answer. 

Eleira  paused  before  replying.  “Two  days,”  she  whispered. 

“Two dreadful, long days where I didn’t know if I was ever going to get to speak to you again…” 

“She didn’t leave your side the entire time,” a voice said from the  doorway.  “Despite  all  of  us  trying  our  best  to  get  her  to  take  a break.” 

“Master Maimonides!” Alec said, sitting up a bit straighter in bed. “It’s good to see you again.” 

“It’s good to see  you,  lad!” Compared to Maimonides’s usual outfits, his clothing down here in the rocky cavern seemed positively sedate. Only a hint of garish purple and orange infiltrated the hem of his jacket, giving over to his proclivities for eye-searing colors. “We were quite worried about you for a while. What a way to discover the Broken for yourself, eh?” 

Now that he felt a bit more alert, Alec managed to ask some more questions. “What were those creatures?” he asked, squeezing Eleira tightly. “Where am I? Is everyone else in the group alright?” 

The  gnome  nodded.  “To  answer  your  last  question  first,”  he said,  “yes.  Everyone  is  perfectly  alright,  including  both  your  and Eleira’s  familiars.  Firemane  was  quite  spooked  by  the  sudden disappearance of his mistress, but otherwise unharmed. Our trio of dwarven  friends  took  their  leave  almost  as  soon  as  they  reached Job’s Bet—it appears their sole purpose was to bring us to the city, 

and now they consider their charge from Alison Raleigh’s parents to have been completed.” 

“Job’s  Bet,”  Alec  said,  blinking  off  the  last  of  his  strange tiredness. “The city of the dwarves. Is that where we are?” 

“Indeed it is, lad. Flargan—you really should thank that man for saving your life, by the way, lad, as disagreeable as he is—was able to stabilize the poison after Trystara saved you from behind the waterfall, but was unable to perform any other first aid. Your familiar carried you all the rest of the way to Job’s Bet, and helped you get settled in here at Dr. Island’s clinic. This is the underground part of the city—you’ll see once you’re up and about that Job’s Bet is really two   cities,  the  Dayside  and  the  Nightside.  We’re  down  here  in  the underground,  where  it’s  safe  for  us  to  shelter  from  the  forces  of Chaos.” 

As if summoned by the gnome’s words, a rotund dwarf in a white  coat  entered  the  room.  He  wore  thick  lenses  so  reflective  it was  almost  impossible  to  see  his  eyes  behind  him,  along  with  an even  thicker  beard  that  was  completely  white  with  age.  Despite  all this, his countenance had a look of keen intellect, and Alec liked the man immediately. 

“Ah, Alec Diamondspear,” the dwarf said, holding out a hand. 

He was short even for a dwarf—Alec had to lean over the bed a bit in order for his fingers to meet the doctor’s. “It’s good to see you finally up. My name is Doctor Island—I’ve been in charge of your treatment these last two days.” 

“If that’s the case, then I have you to thank for my recovery,” 

Alec  said,  his  hand  sliding  down  Eleira’s  side.  “Thank  you  very much!” 

“Ah,  your  recovery  is  not  yet  finished!”  the  doctor  said, holding up a finger. “Just a moment. I believe there’s someone else here who greatly wishes to see you…” 

Dr. Island gestured toward the door, where two more figures were  already  entering  the  infirmary.  Trystara  and  Alison  Raleigh walked arm in arm, the demoness’s face split with an almost childlike

grin  of  glee.  Alison  carried  her  slender  grimoire  between  arm  and torso, and gave Alec a businesslike nod as she entered the room. 

“Hello,  Alec,”  Alison  said  with  a  faint  smile.  “Sorry  you  had your romantic afternoon ruined by those Broken.” 

Suddenly,  Alec  understood.  His  cheeks  flushed  with  heat, suddenly it was all he could do to avoid coughing. “Eleira and I, we weren’t…” he muttered. “I mean, we were just exploring the cave…” 

The whole room laughed—including Eleira, who snuggled up closer to Alec like she was just grateful he was alive. 

“We’ve  all  been  there,  lad,”  Maimonides  said,  grinning  from ear  to  ear  like  he’d  been  waiting  for  Alec  to  finally  show  a  little masculine  initiative.  “Who  amongst  us  hasn’t  felt  the  call  of  young love during a beautiful picnic, and yearned to sneak away for some romantic escapades?” 

“But  that’s  not…”  Alec  saw  it  was  useless  to  continue arguing.  “Oh  well.  What  do  you  mean  by  ‘finishing  my  recovery’, Doctor Island?” 

The doctor nodded toward Alison Raleigh. “Princess Raleigh has  been  an  invaluable  help  to  the  people  of  Job’s  Bet  since arriving,” he explained. “The poison of the Broken is a pernicious one

—very  difficult  to  heal,  even  in  the  mildest  of  cases.  And  even  for those  who  manage  to  overcome  the  poison’s  song  in  their  veins, there are lasting effects: weakness, spasms, a marked decrease in strength, et cetera.” 

Alec  swallowed  hard.  “What!?”  He’d  never  thought  that  he could  end  up  like  this.  Eleira  still  hugged  him  tightly,  so  the  elf  girl must not have been worried about the lingering aftereffects. But Alec himself certainly was. 

“Not  to  fear,”  Doctor  Island  explained.  “There  is  a  simple rejuvenation  spell  that  allows  one  to  shake  off  the  effects  of  the Broken’s poison, once it’s worked its way out of the patient’s system. 

Normally, we have no mage on hand, so the afflicted have to travel all the way to the Redoubt or the Old Grove for healing.” The doctor shook  his  head,  as  if  underlining  just  how  tragic  all  of  this  was. 

“Fortunately,  Princess  Raleigh  has  proven  an  able  study.  She’s learned the spell and has spent the better part of two days healing workers and soldiers who’ve been poisoned by the Broken.” 

Something  about  that  word— Broken— set  off  alarm  bells  in the  back  of  Alec’s  brain.  Along  with  the  odd  description  from  the doctor  of  the  poison  ‘singing’  in  the  wounds  of  the  afflicted.  But  he shrugged  it  off  for  now.  After  all,  he  needed  to  focus  on  getting healed. 

“You’ve really been doing all that?” Alec asked Alison. 

She  puffed  up  with  pride.  “Doctor  Island  has  been  working me  to  the  bone,”  she  said,  using  the  tone  of  someone  already weighed down with heavy stones yet asking for more. “These people might refer to me as  Princess,  but they certainly aren’t shy about not treating  me  like  one.  It’s  been  alright,  though—I’m  happy  to  have gotten  in  lots  of  practice.  Makes  me  feel  more  secure  about  using this spell on  you,  Alec.” 

With that, Doctor Island stepped away. 

Eleira sat up, worry creasing in the lines of her face. “Can I stay with him while you do this?” the elf girl asked. 

“You  can   kiss  him  while  I  do  it,  if  you  want,”  Alison  Raleigh said with a snicker. “I’ve gotten good at this. Watch…” 

Never one to back down from a dare, Eleira did just that. The elf girl leaned over and kissed Alec—which had the added effect of keeping him from seeing just exactly what it was Alison Raleigh did at his periphery. The spell must have been complicated, because he could hear the blonde faintly panting and grunting as syllables spilled from her lips. Her fingers traced a complicated symbol in the air, an accompaniment to the spell. 

Suddenly,  a  wave  of  blessed  coolness  washed  over  him. 

Alec’s strength returned, and he wrapped his hands around Eleira’s waist  and  kissed  her  deeply.  She  let  out  a  little  coo  as  the  room cheered, happy to see Alec’s strength restored. 

“Oh, I don’t mind  that  one  bit,”  Eleira  teased,  brushing  back her long hair as Alec got out of bed. “Watching you go from weak to

completely in control over the course of one spell? I got chills.” 

Alec  would  be  chewing  that  remark  over  for  a  long  time, letting the compliment reverberate in his mind. But for now, he had work to do. 

“I  do  feel  a  lot  better,”  he  said,  nodding  at  Trystara  and Maimonides. “I’ll need some clothes. And my gear, of course.” 

“Already thought of it,” Trystara said, pulling out a sack from behind her back. Inside was the Diamondspear. Along with it lay the crimson Bloodcloak. 

“Thank you,” he said, slipping behind a dressing screen. “I’ll be out in just a moment. Eleira, are you  peeking!? ” 

The  girl  truly   had   grown  bold  since  the  waterfall.  Her  head shot back from the other side of the screen, accompanied by giggles. 

“Sorry,” she said, though she didn’t sound it in the least. “It’s just that I haven’t seen you in so long, Alec.” 

Alec coughed. “Very well,” he said with a laugh. “I’m dressed now. Care to show me around the city?” 

Eleira took him by the arm. Alec found with some relief that none  of  the  tiredness  nor  weariness  that  had  infiltrated  his  limbs remained after Alison Raleigh’s spell. He felt like he could walk the entire  length  of  Job’s  Bet,  both  the  Dayside  and  the  Nightside Maimonides had mentioned. 

“Come  with  me,”  Eleira  said  excitedly.  “There’s  something  I want  to  show  you.  This  place  has  made  some   incredible   strides when it comes to magic. There’s things in here even Olivia Pawmaw never guessed could happen. You won’t  believe  what they can do to their familiars here!” 

“I’m  looking  forward  to  seeing  it,”  Alec  assured  her.  “Along with the rest of the city.” 

He truly was. As he and Eleira left the infirmary, surrounded by his friends, he counted himself lucky to simply be alive. 

So why was it that the notion of altering one’s familiar made the hair stand up on the back of his neck? 

 



Chapter 10







Job’s Bet was simply a marvel. 

Alec  had  lived  in  the  Royal  Academy  and  visited  its surrounds,  but  he’d  never  seen  anything  like  this  before.  True  to Maimonides’s  boasting,  the  city  really  did  exist  in  two  halves—the Dayside which sat above the ground, much like a traditional city, and a Nightside which lay wholly beneath the earth in a system of caves. 

Those  who  lived  there  moved  between  both  sides  freely,  though most  of  the  dwarves  seemed  to  favor  the  Nightside.  Alec  assumed the nonhumans who preferred the sun—elves, sprites, and centaurs, to name a few—probably kept homes along the Dayside. 

Unlike  an  ordinary  city,  which  was  a  horizontal  sprawl  over hills and valleys, the Nightside of Job’s Bet formed itself from vertical slices, stacked on top of each other like the tiers on a wedding cake. 

Whatever magic or technology had formed the underground portion of the city had drilled straight down, forming a cylindrical channel like a grain silo only much larger. As a result, you could stand near the top  and  see  straight  down  through  the  markets,  the  residential sections, and the great furnaces near the bottom which burned trash and heated the whole thing. 

“This may be the strangest city in the entire world,” Alec said as  he  followed  Maimonides  down  the  thoroughfare.  Since  the Nightside of Job’s Bet formed a rough circle, each tier shaped itself into  a  great  curved  street  running  along  the  ‘rim’  of  the  cylindrical cavern. This was wide enough for three carts to pass abreast with no worry of bumping into each other—much wider than Alec would have expected from any mental ideas of what a dwarven city would look like. 

“Aye, lad, the dwarves have always been curious creatures.” 

Maimonides  looked  to  be  in  rare  form  that  afternoon—Alec  didn’t

think  he’d  ever  seen  the  old  gnome  in  such  a  happy,  enthusiastic mood. Perhaps it was merely from being around so many of his own kind,  but  Alec  rather  thought  it  more  likely  had  to  do  with  all  the machinery.  The  dwarven  city  was  a  technological  wonder,  and  had Maimonides  been  given  leave  to  build  his   own  community  from  his imagination, Alec didn’t doubt it would look similar. 

Eleira snuggled up closer—a gesture that was both romantic and kind, for she was helping Alec support his weight as he got used to walking around again. 

“You haven’t even seen the center yet,” the elf girl said, her eyes sparkling from the many torches lighting the rocky cavern walls. 

“It’s  the  most  amazing  thing,  Alec.  Maimonides’s  own  inventions aren’t nearly half as clever…” 

The gnome tried to look offended, but even he couldn’t keep the smile off his face as they reached the narrow gangplank leading to  the  center  of  the  Nightside’s  spine.  There,  like  a  massive  axle between  two  wagon  wheels  flipped  vertical,  was  a  great  metallic elevator.  It  moved  endlessly  without  ceasing,  a  number  of  flat platforms with chairs bolted to them constantly heading upward and downward  between  the  levels  thanks  to  a  kind  of  motorized  pulley system. 

It  was  toward  this  that  Alec  and  his  companions  traveled. 

Despite the underground, cavernous nature of the city through which they moved, the sights and sounds felt nearly identical to the villages surrounding the Archon Temple or the Royal Academy. Market stalls hawked  a  variety  of  strange,  magical-looking  wares,  while  humans and  nonhumans  went  about  their  day  dressed  in  the  garbs  of  a dozen different nations and cultures. 

 Towns  are  much  the  same  no  matter  where  you  go,  Alec thought, his attention caught as a man a hand and a half taller than anyone  else  on  the  thoroughfare  came  gamboling  by,  his  legs prancing like those of a horse.  The inhabitants may change, but the rhythms,  the  feel  of  the  place...  there’s  something  about  it  I  simply can’t get enough of. 

 Perhaps it’s just the thrill of still being alive after all I’ve been through,  Alec thought, drawing up next to Eleira. The elf girl smiled at him in turn, matching him step for step as he shrugged off the last of  his  assistance.  The  thrill  of  being  in  a  new  place  made  him  feel stronger  with  each  passing  moment,  as  if  he  were  drawing  energy from the people around him the same way his natural magic allowed him to do with the elements. 

“Come over to the edge,” Eleira said, gesturing with a slender hand.  “I’ve  never  seen  anything  like  this  before,  Alec.  It’s  simply  a technological marvel. Not even the elves travel this way.” 

“That’s  because  the  elves  aren’t  foolhardy  enough  to  try,” 

Maimonides  said  with  a  snicker.  The  gnome  gazed  at  the  mass  of gears and pulleys the way another man might stare after a beautiful woman, a mixture of awe and jealousy filling the gnome’s face. Awe that it worked so well—and jealousy that he hadn’t thought of it first. 

“We’ll  need  to  watch  our  step  getting  onto  those  platforms,  young ones.  The  designers  tell  me  that  even  natives  to  the  Nightside occasionally  slip  and  fall  when  entering  or  exiting  the  Paternoster. 

There have been serious injuries.” 

The strange word caught in Alec’s brain. “Paternoster? ” 

“It’s  simply  a  term  for  an  elevator  that  never  stops  moving,” 

Maimonides explained, sounding for a few moments like the lecturer and teacher he’d become at the Royal Academy. “Smaller ones have been  built  to  transport  grain,  move  supplies  between  floors  of  a mansion—that sort of thing. Only in Job’s Bet would they turn them into a method of mass transportation…” 

As Alec drew closer to the great, constantly moving elevator, his eyes threatened to bug out of his head. Dozens, if not hundreds, of Nightside citizens rode the rising and falling platforms, some with wariness  and  some  with  the  practiced  air  of  long-term  residents.  A few  even  seemed  to  regard  the  ride  as  a  thrilling  game  of  sorts: those  wore  gazes  that  reminded  Alec  of  students  at  the  Royal Academy who’d always been plotting mischief. One of these was a gorgeous dark elf who looked Alec up and down with a frank gaze as

she  stepped  off  her  own  platform.  He  got  a  funny  feeling  in  his stomach looking at her. 

“A  dark elf,” Alec whispered once the woman was safely out of earshot. “I thought they were just legends!” 

Eleira sniffed and rolled her eyes. She hadn’t failed to notice the  way  Alec  and  Maimonides’s  eyes  had  lingered  on  the  dusky beauty.  “On  this  side  of  the  world,  they’re  rare  enough  that  they might  as  well   be  legends,”  she  explained,  leading  the  party  toward the  queue  for  the  elevator.  “Most  of  their  enclaves  are  on  the  far Eastern  Continent—and  those  remain  firmly  underground.  Dark elves  typically  don’t  like  to  travel  in  the  sunlight.  I’m  not  surprised that at least a few have made this strange island their home.” 

Alec  couldn’t  help  but  notice  the  dismissive  tone  in  Eleira’s voice.  “You  don’t  sound  as  if  you  like  them  very  much,”  he  said, putting an arm around the elf girl’s waist. “I’ve never known you to be prejudiced, Eleira.” 

“Oh, it’s not prejudice,” she assured him, her words growing a bit  harsh.  “When  I  was  a  child,  a  delegation  of  dark  elves  from Eastwatch  came  to  visit  my  village.  Their  children  were  absolute terrors.  I still have scars from the ‘games’ they used to play.” 

“I’ve  never  noticed  any  scars,”  Alec  teased.  “You’ll  have  to show them to me sometime.” 

Eleira blushed quite prettily at the suggestion. “Alec!” 

“All  right,  you  two,”  Alison  Raleigh  said,  cutting  through  the conversation.  In  sharp  contrast  to  her  normal  behavior,  the  blonde had  been  almost  completely  silent  ever  since  Alec  left  the Nightside’s infirmary. She seemed far more stressed than usual, as if she’d  been  called  upon  to  display  a  spell  at  the  Royal  Academy which  she  hadn’t  yet  mastered.  “You  can  flirt  later.  Our  platform  is arriving.” 

The  great  gears  of  the  elevator  slowed  as  the  flat  metal platform  reached  the  station,  but  never  truly  stopped.  Those  who’d been  waiting  near  Alec  and  his  party  seemed  to  understand  this; they  moved  forward  just  before  the  elevator  drew  level  with  the

boarding  bridge.  Unfortunately  for  Alec,  he  and  his  friends  had  just missed the ideal time to step onto the platform. 

Alec stumbled forward, taking the platform like a loose step at the  bottom  of  a  staircase.  Eleira’s  hand  grabbed  his  lower  back, giving  him  a  slight  shove  to  make  sure  he  reached  the  ascending platform  without  falling  into  the  space  between.  As  he  caught  his balance, he turned around and helped her onto it behind him. 

Alison  Raleigh  jumped  smoothly  onto  the  platform  as  it reached a height of a foot or so over the bridge. As she rubbed the dust off her skirt, she moved to give Alec a high-five—then froze. 

“Where’s the gnome?” she asked, her eyes filling with horror. 

The  answer  lay  behind  them.  Back  on  the  bridge, Maimonides  stood  staring  up  at  the  slowly  ascending  platform. 

Trystara  stood  behind  him,  her  claws  digging  into  his  sides  as  she tried unsuccessfully to haul the man off his feet. 

“Come   on,  Master  Maimonides!”  Alec’s  demoness  growled, her voice filled with the effort of trying to fight him. “You’re going to miss the platform entirely!” 

“I’ll wait for the next one,” the gnome said quickly, shaking his head as he dealt Trystara a kick with his heel. “No, get  off me, you damned demon! I don’t want anyone to see me like this!” 

“Relax,  gnome,”  Trystara  said  with  a  laugh.  Her  arm  flexed around  the  gnome’s  waist,  and  suddenly  his  boots  were  no  longer touching the ground. “Trust me, if anyone’s staring, it’s because they can’t take their eyes off me. A quick toss of a gnome onto a moving elevator probably doesn’t even rate a raised eyebrow around here—” 

And with that, she tossed Maimonides onto the elevator. 

The gnome had the good sense not to cry out as he flew onto the  platform,  which  was  to  his  benefit.  As  it  was,  he  flipped soundlessly end over end, finally landing on his heels on the elevator just  as  it  began  to  ascend  at  its  full  speed  along  the  spine  at Nightside’s  center.  Alec  had  never  seen  Maimonides  look  so embarrassed  before.  The  poor  gnome’s  face  resembled  a  blazing

bonfire, red from far more than the exertion of being tossed onto the platform. 

For  long  moments,  Maimonides  could  only  stand  there,  his mouth working soundlessly. 

“You don’t think anyone saw that, did you?” he finally asked, glancing back over the lip of the platform. 

Trystara  soared  over  the  side,  forcing  the  gnome  to  take  a step  backward  as  she  gracefully  landed  on  the  platform.  The elevator  picked  up  speed  as  it  ascended,  each  level  of  the  city’s Nightside appearing in turn. Alec felt as if he could have ridden this contraption all day, just admiring the city and watching its people. 

Something occurred to Alec. “Eleira—where’s Firemane?” He hadn’t seen the elf girl’s familiar since awakening at Job’s Bet. For a moment,  the  thought  that  something  terrible  had  happened  to  the creature flickered through his head, but if that were the case, Eleira wouldn’t look nearly so sunny or unconcerned. 

His  guess  was  correct.  A  strange  smile  spread  across  his beloved’s  face  at  the  question.  “He’s  down  below,”  she  said, gesturing  with  her  chin  toward  the  very  lowest  levels  of  the  city’s Nightside. “We’ll go visit him soon. I’m sure he’s almost as anxious to see you up and about as we were.” 

Alec wanted to ask for more details, but the look on Eleira’s face made it clear whatever was going on with Firemane was meant to be a surprise. Still, it shocked the lad that Eleira seemed so casual about  being  separated  from  her  familiar  for  a  time.  Perhaps  they have  a  sort  of  beast  stable  down  there  for  familiars,  Alec guessed. 

That  made  a  certain  kind  of  sense,  and  explained  why  Firemane would be there but Trystara wouldn’t. Alec’s own familiar stayed by his side as often as possible—and responded to any suggestion that she be treated like a mere ‘beast’ or animal in the same way most people  would.  That  had  once  been  a  major  source  of  friction between  them  upon  coming  to  the  Royal  Academy,  one  that  had pushed  a  wedge  between  them  that  had  almost  destroyed  their relationship. Alec reminded himself they were past that now. 

Instead,  he  allowed  a  bemused  expression  to  settle  on  his face. “If we’re not going to pick up Firemane,” he said, watching as they  passed  a  level  of  the  city  that  appeared  to  be  all  houses  and apartments with narrow windows, “then where  are  we headed?” He took a guess. “The Dayside?” 

Eleira shook her head, then nudged him. “We’re going to see the boss,” she whispered, gesturing toward Alison Raleigh. “Our little princess has got herself all tied up in knots about it, so don’t give her too much grief. She’s been practicing for this meeting all day.” 

Only  now  did  Alec  realize  Alison  had  been  muttering  to herself  almost  the  entire  ride  up.  So  much  for  being  silent,  he thought, chastising himself for not paying more attention to his friend. 

But what in the world could be causing Alison so much stress? From what he’d learned recently, the girl was practically royalty. Why would the  daughter  of  the  leaders  of  the  Inscribers  be  tying  herself  up  in knots over a meeting with a mayor? A mayor of only  half  a city? 

Alec  didn’t  have  much  more  time  to  think  about  it. 

Disembarking from the elevator didn’t require quite as much finesse as hopping on did, but he and his companions still needed to focus to  avoid  face-planting  and  looking  like  absolute  outsiders.  As  he stepped  onto  firmer  ground,  Alec  noticed  this  section  of  the  city showed  clear  signs  of  being  closer  to  the  surface.  Most  of  its inhabitants were human, whereas in the lower level it was nearly all dwarves  and  other  nonhumans.  The  buildings  more  closely resembled the ordinary architecture of villages and cities, though the government  buildings  carried  a  luxury  that  drew  in  the  eye  and caused no small amount of admiration from the party. 

Here, Alison Raleigh took the lead. The blonde knew where she was headed—toward a five-story building tucked in a corner of the  cavern,  looming  like  a  colossus  over  the  narrow  street.  Just beyond it lay the main tunnel to the surface and the Dayside, and the sun’s  rays  reached  far  enough  into  the  cave  system  to  remove  the need  for  torches  and  other  illumination.  Thick  pillars  held  up  the building’s ceiling, which had runic words inscribed across the front in

a language Alec couldn’t read. But he could guess at the building’s function. 

“This  must  be  the  mayor’s  office,”  he  said,  earning  a  slight nod from Eleira. 

“There’s  an  identical  building  just  like  this  one  on  the Dayside,” the elf girl explained, nodding toward the tunnel leading to the  surface.  “This  half  of  the  city’s  administration  is  given  over entirely  to  the  mayor  of  Nightside,  while  everything  beyond  that tunnel is the province of the mayor of Dayside.” 

Alec  understood.  “So  are  we  going  to  visit  the  other  mayor after this, then?” 

Eleira shook her head. “It’s not their help we need,” she said, watching  as  the  distance  between  the  rest  of  the  party  and  Alison Raleigh  continued  to  grow.  The  blonde  had  her  hands  balled  into fists  and  was  walking  with  a  purpose.  Alec  could  also  see  that  she was frustrated, in a way he’d seldom seen her. 

“What’s up with her?” Alec asked Eleira. 

The  elf  girl  sighed.  “This  isn’t  our  first  meeting,”  she explained,  tucking  Alec’s  arm  in  hers.  “A  lot  happened  while  you were  recovering.  It’s  been  a  busy  two  days,  and  we’ve  all  been adjusting to life underground.” 

Alec  wanted  to  ask  more  questions,  but  just  then  Alison Raleigh  reached  the  top  of  the  narrow  stone  stairs  leading  to  the building’s  doors.  A  pair  of  bored  looking  guards  lounged  on  either side of the entrance, spears clutched loosely in their hands. 

“Ah, you again,” the guard on the left said with a jaunty nod, indicating Alison. “Got an appointment, Princess?” 

Alison drew up to a halt before the guards. “I don’t need one,” 

she  said  in  a  regal  tone.  “The  Mayor  requested  I  come  back  once Alec  Diamondspear  recovered  enough  to  speak  with  her.”  She gestured  behind  her.  “As  you  can  see,  he’s  up  and  walking  around now.  I’ve  brought  him  with  me  to  confer  with  your  leader  about  our next steps.” 

 Next steps?  Now Alec felt truly confused. 

The two guards shared a look. An almost imperceptible nod passed  between  them,  and  one  stepped  away  from  the  door  while the other opened it wide. 

“Very  well,”  the  same  guard  who’d  spoken  said.  “You  and your friends may enter, Princess Raleigh.” 

Alison  let  out  a  very  princess-like  sniff  as  she  stepped through the door. 

 Good grief, she’s even got her nose in the air,  Alec thought, following the rest of his group inside.  She might say she hates being treated  like  a  princess,  but  she’s  clearly  not  above  using  it  to  her advantage in order to get her way…

The building’s interior boasted luxuries completely of a piece with  the  fine  appearance  of  the  outside.  Just  within  the  door  lay  a wide,  marbled  hall,  with  a  high  ceiling  that  caused  Alec’s  steps  to echo as he made his way across the black and white tiled floor. The symbolism  wasn’t  lost  on  him:  Job’s  Bet  was  a  city  of  two  halves, night and day, merged together into something greater than the sum of its parts. Apparently, it was a lesson the mayor wanted to remind her visitors of whenever they came to her offices. 

“It’s  this  way,”  Alison  said,  leading  them  up  a  steep  set  of stairs that doubled back on themselves halfway up. 

Now  that  they  were  inside,  Alec  didn’t  see  a  single  guard keeping watch over the place—which felt strange. Even the outside had  been  sparsely  guarded.  Perhaps  the  mayor  of  the  Nightside simply didn’t feel the need to protect herself from her own citizens? 

They walked down a hallway that reminded Alec more of the lecture halls at the Royal Academy than the corridors of government. 

Near  the  end  of  the  hall,  Alison  paused  and  knocked  upon  a  tall, heavy  oaken  door.  She  cleared  her  throat,  sucking  her  teeth  and rolling  her  shoulders  like  someone  preparing  themselves  to undertake an unpleasant task. 

“Enter,”  a  heavily  accented  voice  called.  The  door  opened automatically, whistling forward on silent hinges. 

Alec  felt  as  if  he’d  been  teleported  back  inside  of  Dean Wolfe’s  study.  While  the  offices  of  Job’s  Bet’s  underground  mayor weren’t  an  exact  match  for  the  inner  sanctum  of  the  Royal Academy’s  dean,  both  filled  Alec  with  the  same  sense  of  slightly foreboding coziness and luxury. Maps covered the walls of the room

—the maps of what felt like every kingdom, principality, and hamlet on every continent of the world. Books lay everywhere, in haphazard piles or laying open and upside down on a coffee table as if forgotten in  mid-read.  Near  the  back  of  the  chamber,  a  pair  of  curtains  hung open to show a bird’s eye view of the city proper. 

In  front  of  those  windows  sat  a  desk,  and  behind  that  desk was  a  woman.  A  dwarvish  woman,  from  the  looks  of  her,  who  was rising  from  her  seat  to  greet  them.  “Princess  Raleigh,”  the  dwarf woman said in the same heavy accent as the person who’d bid them enter. “It is good to see you again, but I have not finished pondering the offer you made at our previous meeting. It will take me more time to make a decision—” 

“That’s not what I’m here about,” Alison said, dropping into a stately bow as she crossed the room. “You asked me to come back with Alec Diamondspear once he recovered enough. I’m happy to tell you  he’s  up,  walking  around,  and  appears  perfectly  healthy.  He’s right here.” 

 What  decision?  Alec  had  been  wondering.  But  he  had  no time  to  ask,  for  introductions  were  already  in  order.  The  dwarf woman’s  face  changed  the  moment  Alison  mentioned  him—she stepped around the rest of the party to look him up and down. 

“Alec  Diamondspear,”  the  dwarf  woman  said,  crossing  her arms beneath her breasts. “The long-lost nephew of Uriel. We have heard  so  much  about  you  here  on  the  Haunted  Isle.  My  name  is Alfhild—I am the mayor of Job’s Bet. The part that lays beneath the soil, in any case.” 

“You  seem  to  have  caught  me  at  something  of  a disadvantage,”  Alec  said,  flashing  a  slightly  awkward  smile.  “You know plenty about me already, yet I’ve only just met you.” 

Yet  Alfhild  seemed  to  be  a  most  imposing  woman,  indeed. 

Any doubts about whether a woman could rise to the top of the ranks in the famously patriarchal society of the dwarves evaporated upon first contact with the stout, down-to-earth woman. Like most dwarven women, Alfhild wore a number of long braids, styled in a fashion very alike  to  the  way  Alison  Raleigh  did  hers—but  there  the  similarities ended. Alfhild wore a dozen of the things down her back, in as many shades of browns and golds as the leaves on a forest floor. Her outfit showed the same lack of pretense: she wore the same boiled leather armor  Alec  had  seen  on  dozens  of  dwarves  along  the  way  there, though hers had been augmented with a silver chain Alec took to be a symbol of her leadership over the city. 

“It seems you spread legends wherever you go,” Alfhild said, cocking her head slightly to the side. Like most dwarves, the woman barely  came  up  to  Alec’s  chest—she  was  perhaps  an  inch  or  two taller  than  Maimonides,  though  if  both  took  off  their  boots,  Alec would have bet they stood the same height. “Like saving a group of foundlings from the Archon Temple by summoning a horse made of living  water.  Or  fighting  the  shade  of  the  House  of  Diamondspear’s long  lost  son  within  the  House  of  Doors.  Not  to  mention  this  whole affair  with  Princess  Raleigh  and  the  grimoires  of  the  Royal Academy…” 

Alec  hadn’t  realized  he’d  had  quite  so   much  of  an  effect  on world events until Alfhild began to spell them out in such a fashion. 

“I’m told you wanted to meet with me,” he said instead, lifting himself to his full height. 

“Aye,  I  did.”  Alfhild  seemed  one  of  those  people  who  were never  quite  content  to  remain  seated.  She  always  needed  to  be  in motion in some fashion—whether by striding back and forth across her  own  office,  or  tapping  her  foot  to  the  rhythm  of  some  unseen beat as she sat in her high-backed, leather chair. “How much have your  friends  told  you  about  what’s  been  going  on  in  Job’s  Bet, Diamondspear?” 

Alec  shook  his  head.  “Nothing  at  all.  I’ve  only  just  found myself  up  and  about.”  A  sudden  idea  stole  over  him.  “Why,  is

something  wrong?  Has  there  been  more  news  from  the  Royal Academy?” 

A  strange,  knowing  smile  spread  across  the  dwarven woman’s  face.  “Four  days  ago,  Dean  Wolfe  was  busy  crowing  to anyone who would listen that he’d captured Miss Raleigh, along with her  co-conspirators  in  the  Royal  Academy.  That  included  such august personages as Alec Diamondspear himself, along with Eleira Leafwalker,  Rawiri  Igneous,  and  Imogen  Mossflower.”  The  dwarf chuckled  to  herself.  “Then  three  days  ago,  in  the  middle  of  one  of Dean Wolfe’s ‘interrogations’, all of his prisoners suddenly went up in smoke!”  The  dwarf  clapped  her  hands  once  to  illustrate,  the  sound startling him. “Poof!” 

Alec  chuckled  awkwardly.  “Dean  Wolfe  never  had  us  in  his dungeons, my Lady. Those creatures—” 

“Lady!?”  Alfhild snorted. “You may refer to me by my name, Diamondspear. We don’t stand on ceremony here beneath the soil. 

There’s precious little to stand on, in any case. And yes, I know—the creatures were merely phantasmic projections, designed to fool the silly faculty of the Royal Academy.” 

Alec glanced questioningly over his shoulder, gazing at Eleira and Alison in turn. “How did you know that?” he asked Alfhild. “Did they tell you?” 

But  Alfhild  was  already  shaking  her  head.  “Right  after  the news  broke,  we  received  a  new  set  of  scrying  orb  transmissions—

from  none  other  than  Rawiri  Igneous  himself.  That  young  man  has quite   a  forceful  presence,  even  when  it’s  merely  his  voice  you’re hearing.  As  you  can  imagine,  his  version  of  recent  events  differs from the official one in quite a few respects…” 

Alec  could  imagine.  “He’s  correct  on  all  counts,”  he  said, making  sure  to  sound  like  he  meant  it.  “Rawiri  and  Imogen  only recently  parted  from  us,  taking  Master  Maimonides’s  vessel  with them  back  to  Rawiri’s  homeland.”  Alec  couldn’t  help  his  next question:  his  pulse  quickened  with  the  thought  of  the  answer.  “Do people believe it?” 

Alfhild cocked her head to the side. “Believe what?” 

“The  story!”  Alec  couldn’t  contain  himself.  “Are  the  noble houses  still  believing  what  Dean  Wolfe  tells  them,  or  have  they realized  there’s  a  spy  working  for  Chaos  in  the  middle  of  their children’s house of learning?” 

The mayor of Job’s Bet let out a harsh, flat laugh. “Well, no one’s  really  sure  what  to  think,  I  suppose,”  the  dwarf  said,  rubbing her  chin.  Alec  had  noticed  that  the  dwarves  made  that  particular gesture quite a bit—whether they had beards or not. It was as if even the females made to scratch and rub at a nonexistent length of facial hair. “It’s more profitable to believe the Dean, in any case. But there’s quite a bit of confusion out there at the moment.” 

“Which  means,”  Alison  interjected,  no  longer  able  to  keep herself quiet, “that it’s fertile ground for the revolution the Inscribers have been hoping for. We’ve spent  decades  planning this, Alfhild—

you simply  have  to help us! How can you stand by when history calls you to make the right choice—” 

Alfhild held up a hand, stopping the blonde. “I seem to recall you  making  all  these  arguments  when  we  last  met,”  the  dwarf  said mildly.  “They  were  quite  passionate  then,  too—if  not  entirely persuasive. Which is why I wanted to meet with young Alec.” 

The dwarf’s gaze turned to him, and it was as if a mask fell away  from  Alfhild’s  face.  Alec  could  tell  this  was  the  moment  the woman  had  been  waiting  for  ever  since  he  stepped  into  her  office. 

He  could  see  as  plainly  as  his  own  reflection  in  a  mirror  that  she wanted  something  from  him,  and  that  it  was  key  to  whatever  this argument  was  between  herself  and  Alison  Raleigh.  Whatever  help Alec  and  his  friends  needed  from  this  woman,  it  wouldn’t  come without strings attached. Strings Alec himself would have to pull, and probably at great personal cost to himself. 

Alfhild seated herself behind her desk, tapping fingers heavy with  rings  against  the  marble  tabletop.  “Young  man,”  she  said,  her smile widening in a way that was as predatory as a shark’s, “just  how badly do you want to make it to the city of the Inscribers?” 

 



Chapter 11







“I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” Alec said, taking a  step  backward.  Before  that  grinning  visage,  he  suddenly  felt himself  weighed  upon  invisible  scales,  as  if  some  force  were calculating the value and price of each pound of flesh he possessed. 

“You and Alison keep arguing about this favor she needs you to do. I think it’s time you both came clean about what’s going on here—and how you need my help.” 

For  a  moment,  Alfhild  stared  at  Alec  blankly.  Then  the dwarven  woman  tossed  back  her  head  and  laughed,  startling  the rest of the group standing before the desk. 

“A most direct young man!” the dwarf said, slapping her knee. 

“That’s what I like to see. Yes, I think you and I can most certainly do business.” 

“We  can,”  Alec  assured  her.  “As  long  as  you’re  honest  with me, I’ll be honest with you.” 

“I  rather  think  you’d  be  honest  with  me  in  any  case,”  Alfhild said breezily. “Your reputation precedes you in that fashion as well, oh  Heir  of  Diamondspear.  Very  well:  the  problem  is  thus.  You  and your friends have requested that I safeguard your passage to the city of the Inscribers.” 

Alec waited for the rest to come out. When it didn’t, his brows furrowed together. “And? That’s it?” 

Alfhild  snickered.  “That’s  quite  a  lot,  considering  everything that’s  going  on.  You  can’t  travel  over  land  right  now—there’s constantly fly bys going on by His Majesty’s Royal Sky Watch. Forget sticking  beneath  the  treeline;  if  you’re  more  than  a  few  feet  tall, you’re  going  to  get  spotted  and  blown  up  from  the  air  by  magic missiles.” 

Alec was stunned. “I hadn’t realized things were so dire,” he whispered, the words tasting like ashes in his mouth. “How did that happen?” 

Here  Alfhild  looked  squarely  at  Maimonides  the Shadebringer. “Once your friends the prince and his betrothed made their  little  declaration  from  his  Daddy’s  castle,  their  ship  was identified  as  the   Titan’s  Claw,   belonging  to  one  meddling  gnome who’s  name  we  all  know.  That’s  right—the  craft  was  a   registered airship,  with  its  name,  description,  and  energy  signature  under  the jurisdiction of the air police.” 

Alec’s  eyebrows  shot  skyward.  He  turned  around,  fixing Maimonides with an open-mouthed stare. “You did  what? ” he asked. 

Maimonides  lifted  his  hands  in  a  gesture  for  calm.  “Lad,  it’s my invention,” the gnome explained, his multicolored robes swishing around  him  as  he  stepped  forward.  “I  needed  to  register  it  through the  proper  channels  if  I  was  to  get  proper  credit  for  the  brand-new form of runic propulsion the  Titan’s Claw  used. How was I supposed to know the craft’s maiden voyage would be... would be  criminal   in nature!?” 

“Because  you’re  friends  with  Alec  Diamondspear?”  Trystara asked with a snort. 

Maimonides  sighed.  “I  suppose  you’re  right  on  the  money there, demoness,” he said, rolling his eyes skyward. 

“Anyway,  the  noble  houses  were  able  to  track  the  energy signature  of  the   Titan’s  Claw   to  the  Haunted  Isle.”  Alfhild  looked supremely  annoyed  by  this  development,  and  suddenly  Alec understood quite a bit of the reason for the animosity between Job’s Bet’s mayor and the rest of his party. “I’m not sure how they made it through  the  fog  wall—Archon  only  knows  how  much  trial  and  error they must have went through to find the proper path—but they did. 

They haven’t landed, because they don’t have the manpower or the resources to hunt through the  entire  island for a bunch of meddling young  people.  But  they’ve  severely  restricted  travel  and  trade through the Island—which hurts everyone’s bottom line.” 

Alec stood still for a few moments, absorbing all this. “I see,” 

he finally said, dropping into a smooth bow. “In that case, I suppose I have you to thank for me and my friends’ current safety. I appreciate that, Alfhild.” 

The dwarf gave him a strange look. “Child, no one would hurt you here! We, more than anyone else in these kingdoms, know who our  true  enemies  are—not  each  other,  but  the  noble  houses  that restrict the blessings of magic to only the elites. No one would lay a hand on you, or the gnome, or even Alison Raleigh.” 

“Some  solidarity,”  Alison  grumbled.  “You  won’t  even  help  us get to my parents…” 

“Of course I will,” Alfhild said breezily. “But that kind of help doesn’t come for free, child.” 

Alec let that remark pass for the moment. “So we can’t go by air, or over land,” he surmised, ticking off the options for reaching the city  of  the  Inscribers  off  on  his  fingers.  “Which  leaves  us  with  only one option, of course. Traveling underground.” 

“I’m pleased you saw that so quickly,” Alfhild said, sounding like  she  meant  it.  “So  you  must  see  my  dilemma  as  well, Diamondspear.” 

Here  Alec  shook  his  head.  “I’m  afraid  I  don’t,”  the  youth confessed. “What’s keeping us from simply traveling to the center of the island through the tunnels? From what Alison told me, there’s an entire  underground  network  of  them,  passing  through  nearly  every section of the Haunted Isle.” 

“Indeed  there  is!”  Alfhild  slapped  the  table,  the  gesture seeming  more  nervous  than  businesslike.  “What  did  I  say—such  a direct  young  man,  this  Alec  Diamondspear!  Yes,  you’ve  penetrated right  to  the  heart  of  the  issue,  child!  Whyever  could  you  not  simply walk  to  your  destination,  and  tell  me  and  the  rest  of  my  city  to  go pound  sand?  Why  is  that,  I  wonder?  What  obstacles  might  you  be envisioning standing in your way?” 

Suddenly, Alec felt like quite the fool. He would have slapped himself in the forehead had it not been so important to look calm and

in control at moments like these. 

“The  worm-men,”  he  said,  not  meaning  the  words  to  come out as growl but they did anyway. “They’re infesting your tunnels.” 

Alfhild  snickered.  “Worm  men.  Yes,  that’s  a  good  enough name  for  the  Broken—though  there  are  plenty  of  worm   women among their number, if anyone cared enough to look. Not that they do—horrible  creatures,  those.  Slimy  and  wriggling,  like  maggots given  the  blessing  of  higher  life  from  the  Archon  himself.  They’re horrible, as I’m sure you’ve already discovered.” 

Images  flashed  through  Alec’s  mind—he  and  Eleira  kissing beneath  the  waterfall,  only  to  fall  victim  to  the  disgusting  tunnel  of flesh  leading  deep  underground.  The  gurgles  of  the  hideous  worm creatures mingling with the falling of the water, until the two sounds were a single tone echoing in his skull. Alec shuddered. 

“I  know  them  too  well,”  he  said.  Unconsciously,  his  hand strayed to the cool metal baton in his robes. “If exterminating those creatures  is  the  price  for  safe  passage  to  the  city  of  the  Inscribers, Alfhild, then consider me interested in your offer.” 

“Very  good.  In  that  case,  let  me  show  you  a  secret. 

Something  many  in  this  city  would  do  a  great  many  awful  things  in order  to  possess.”  The  dwarf  glanced  over  Alec’s  shoulders, gesturing to Trystara who stood closest to the door. “Lock that, if you please, Mistress Demoness.” 

Looking  pleased  to  be  spoken  to  with  such  a  noble  title, Trystara moved to the office’s door and threw the lock closed. Alfhild rose as well, reaching for a heavy golden rope to close the curtains with  their  enviable  view  of  the  city.  Apparently,  even  that  was  too much exposure for whatever Alfhild intended to show them. 

“Spies everywhere,” the dwarf said, taking one last look over the  vast  underground  cavern  before  shutting  the  heavy  curtains completely.  “Can’t  trust  anyone  these  days.  It  goes  without  saying that, should you share anything you’ve seen in this room, I’ll have to kill you.” 

Alec laughed, but no one else did. In fact, the rest of his party appeared to already know what they were about to see. Maimonides and Eleira drew closer to the massive desk, each taking up spots at the corners and craning their necks to see. Alison remained on the opposite  side,  her  hands  balled  into  fists.  Only  Trystara  seemed uninterested in whatever this was. 

Alfhild cleared her throat, then removed a chain from around her neck with a small silver key on the end. Sliding it into a drawer near  the  bottom  of  her  desk,  she  removed  a  long  roll  of  vellum, tightly wound and nearly as tall as she was. 

“Let  me  show  you  what  we’re  dealing  with,”  the  dwarven mayor said, tossing the vellum onto the tabletop. 

As  she  unrolled  it,  both  Maimonides  and  Eleira  grabbed items off the desk to use to hold down the large scroll’s corners. The dwarf  smoothed  it  out  with  her  hand,  humming  to  herself  as  she unfurled  the  full  length  of  the  vellum  across  the  desk  like  a  flag unfurling. 

Alec  found  himself  staring  down,  confused  at  what  he  saw. 

The paper appeared to be covered in overlapping squiggles, like the tentacles of some great and vicious undersea beast. Here and there the tendrils thickened into longer strands, some of which opened up into  irregularly  formed  circles  of  black  space.  Alec  squinted,  but  he couldn’t make heads or tails of the strange drawing. 

That is, however, until he saw the silver star at a corner of the scroll.  Beneath  it  was  written  the  legend   Job’s  Bet—Nightside   in  a flowery font. 

“A map,” Alec gasped, taking in the enormity of what he was staring  at.  “Is  this  a  map  of  the  caverns  underneath  the  entire island?” 

Alfhild  looked  up  sharply.  “It’s  as  close  to  one  hundred percent as my scouts have been able to get. There are  deep  caves, of course, where even the bravest of adventurers fear to tread. You can see that these have been marked in red where applicable on the map.  Other  than  those,  the  danger  levels  of  nearly  every

underground cavern beneath the Haunted Isle is known to us here—

or  was   known  to  us,  until  about  eighteen  months  ago.  A  year  and half ago, the entire game changed…” 

Now  that  Alfhild  mentioned  it,  Alec  could  see  the  spots  that had  been  marked  in  red  ink.  They  reminded  him  of  the  sections  of maps  in  old  books,  before  the  oceans  had  been  mapped  out  by explorers,  that  simply  said  things  like   ‘here  be  dragons’.  An almost imperceptible  shudder  passed  through  Alec  as  he  looked  at  one channel near the center of the great mass, pointing straight down. 

Or perhaps it was the Bloodcloak shivering, not him. 

“What happened eighteen months ago?” Maimonides asked, peering over the map with more than casual interest. “Even with the danger, this map is worth its weight in gold, Alfhild. Far more than its weight, I’d wager.” 

“I  know.  And  by  showing  it  to  your  friend,  I’ve  given  her  the ability  to  copy  it.”  Alfhild  glanced  up  at  Alison  Raleigh,  something changing in her face. 

Alison didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she glanced over at Alec, giving him a desultory look that was no doubt meant for the dwarven woman behind the desk. “She thinks I’m going to take this information to her enemies,” the blonde explained with a shrug. “That I’ll  try  and  use  it  to  bargain  for  passage  to  the  Inscribers’  hideout. 

That’s why she’s so angry at me, Alec.” 

Alec  felt  confused.  “I  wouldn’t  let  her  do  that,”  Alec  said, crossing his arms over his chest. “That’s too dishonorable.” 

“That’s  the  only  reason  I’m  showing  it  to  you,”  Alfhild  said with a small smile. “I know you won’t let the Raleigh girl be her usual bratty self. If you agree to help me, I know you’ll do it.” 

Alec  glanced  back  over  the  mass  of  tunnels,  examining  it with a far more critical eye this time around. He noted the masses of small  caverns  traveling  in  every  direction  from  Job’s  Bet,  though there  was  one  much  larger  than  the  others  heading  toward  the center  of  the  island.  It  was  this  that  he  followed  with  his  finger, picturing the long, dark section of the underground in his mind. 

“I  have  to  echo  Master  Maimonides’s  question,”  Alec  said, tapping a spot near the center of the vellum. “What happened here to  bring  these  creatures—these   Broken,  as  you  call  them—to  the tunnels?” 

Alfhild’s face remained smooth, but Alec could practically see the wheels turning behind her eyes. One of the underrated aspects of Alec’s natural magic was an almost supernatural sense for when someone was preparing to lie to him, and Alec would have bet every copper  Vodalus  and  Jolenta  had  leveraged  on  wagering  between him  and  Alison  Raleigh  at  the  Royal  Academy  that  Alfhild  was preparing to tell a whopper. 

“We  have  no  idea,”  the  mayor  said,  her  face  a  study  in stillness. “There were mining operations here, here and here”—she tapped  three  points  on  the  map  rapidly—“but  nothing  that  should have disturbed the soil to such an extent. Besides, the main body of the Broken is right here.” 

She touched the same spot Alec had traced with his finger—

the  intersection  of  several  caverns  near  the  center  of  the  map.  A tremor passed through Alec’s body as she did it, as if he’d somehow already  known  that  was  exactly  where  the  monsters  would  be.  He tried to picture thousands, tens of thousands of disgusting creatures beneath the earth, crammed in there together. 

 I  am  she,  a  voice  seemed  to  whisper  in  the  back  of  Alec’s mind,  who  was  here  before  the  beginning.  Before  the  Dead  Ones roamed my forests, before the sons and daughters of men built their homes inside of my home.  If he concentrated, he felt he could almost remember who’d said those words. 

Alfhild was lying, Alec decided. The mayor knew exactly why the  worm  creatures  had  infested  the  tunnels—and  just  as  clearly, she didn’t want him to know about it. Well, that was fine by him. He didn’t particularly care why the creatures had filled the underground

—they were disgusting, and they’d tried to kill him once before. He didn’t need much prodding to go on an extermination mission. 

Alec had killed before, though he’d never been cavalier about it.  Yet  this  felt  like  far  less  of  a  moral  issue  than  slaying  bandits. 

These things were  vermin,  plain and simple. Killing them would be a kindness to the people of Job’s Bet. 

So if Alfhild wanted to keep her reasons to herself, that was alright with him. Doubtless she’d done some mining of her own in a protected  area,  or  something  else  of  which  the  underground authorities didn’t entirely approve. Whatever it was, Alec couldn’t be bothered with it. 

“At  first,  it  was  only  an  occasional  attack,”  Alfhild  explained, her  face  sour  like  she’d  bitten  into  something  she  didn’t  like.  “And only  centered  around  this  area.  At  first,  in  fact,  the  Broken  were dismissed as a kind of legend or old wives’ tale. Only a few ragtag miners  managed  to  make  it  back  to  Job’s  Bet,  ranting  and  raving about  grub  monsters  far  beneath  the  earth.  But  eventually,  the attacks grew too numerous to ignore.” The mayor sighed and traced a much larger circle with her finger. “They’ve attacked all throughout this  area  lately.  If  they’re  allowed  to  grow  unchecked  much  longer, they’ll  be  at  the  very  gates  of  Job’s  Bet  itself.  The   Dayside  doesn’t need to worry about any of this, of course—the creatures shun the sunlight as if it were poisonous, which for all we know it might be.” 

Alec  nodded,  thinking  of  the  bind  Alfhild  must  be  in.  No support from half the city—after all, it wasn’t  their  problem if worms infested  the  underground  tunnels.  And  until  the  island’s  defense mechanisms  had  been  activated,  it  had  been  far  easier  to  travel above ground than down below. 

“You’ve sent soldiers after them, I’m sure,” Alec said, thinking it over. “How did those attacks go?” 

Alfhild  snickered.  “Not  well.  We  have  few  men  and  women who’ve come back from a battle with those things. But you and your friends have faced them once already—and from what I’m told, you killed an impressive number of the Broken before they were able to bite you and infect you with their poison. With more preparation and

your full team at your side, I’m confident the Heir of Diamondspear can create another one of those legends your family is so known for.” 

Alec  glanced  over  at  Eleira.  The  elf  girl  looked  both  excited and  frightened  by  the  prospect  of  a  long  journey  through  those tunnels. 

“What do you think about this?” Alec asked his betrothed. 

Eleira stared at the map for a long time, then nodded. “I think we’re not going to make it to the Inscribers any other way,” she said. 

“And even if it were not necessary to kill these monsters in order to make it to Alison’s parents, I’d still tell you we ought to give it a shot after  what  happened  at  the  waterfall.  Those  creatures…”  Eleira shuddered. “They shouldn’t  be.” 

“I  agree,”  Maimonides  added  gravely.  “If  this  is  the  price  of safe  passage  to  the  Inscribers’  city,  I  consider  it  fair  as  well.  The greater  portion  of  the  danger  lies  with  you,  however,  Alec.  Are  you willing to accept this arrangement?” 

Alison Raleigh turned around and stared at him. Though she didn’t  say  a  word,  the  pleading  expression  on  her  face  was  more eloquent than any speech could ever be. She  needed this. ‘Princess’

Raleigh or not, in order for her to be reunited with the Inscribers and her parents, she needed Alec and his powers. 

“I’m inclined to accept,” Alec finally said. 

The  tension  in  the  room  evaporated;  Alfhild  leaned  forward and put her elbows on the table with a sigh. 

“What  do  you  need  in  order  to  accept  wholeheartedly?”  the dwarven mayor asked. All the guile from earlier had dropped off her face—she  looked  like  she’d  make  any  reasonable  changes necessary. 

Alec tapped that spot in the center of the map that Alfhild had indicated. Something about it called to him—as if he’d seen it before, or  heard  it  spoken  of  by  someone  else.  But  that  was  impossible. 

Wasn’t it? 

For  an  instant,  the  image  of  a  deer’s  antlers  showed  in shadow on the map. Within the span of a blink, it faded, leaving only the memory and a feeling of disease in Alec’s spine. 

“I have two questions,” he managed to say. “Firstly—why are these creatures called the Broken?” 

“That’s  what  you  want  to  know?”  Alfhild  snorted;  clearly  the mayor  had  expected  almost  anything  except  for  that.  She  cleared her throat before replying. “Those first miners I told you about—the ones who escaped with their lives then weren’t believed for a terribly long time because of the wildness of their stories—they reported the creatures  streaming  from  a  break  in  the  ground  that  hadn’t  been there  before.  As  if  an  earthquake  had  opened  up  in  a  single underground  tunnel,  allowing  access  to  a  previously  unknown chamber.” The mayor shrugged. “The name stuck.” 

Alec  felt  like  there  was  more  to  it  than  that,  but  he  let  the matter rest for now. “That leads into my second question,” he said, stepping back and letting his gaze fall away from the scroll of vellum stretched  over  the  table.  “How  on  earth  am  I  supposed  to  kill   all  of the  creatures?  From  what  you’ve  told  me,  there  ought  to  be thousands of them down there. Even with all of us working together, that’s a tall order. Do they have a Queen? Or will closing this rent in the ground stop them from emerging?” 

A strange smile spread across Alfhild’s face. “Oh, you won’t have  any  problems  with  that,”  she  said,  nodding  toward—of  all people—Eleira. “Your fiancée will explain it to you on the ride down. 

Trust me, you’ll have all the firepower you could possibly need…” 

Chapter 12







“You did  what  to Firemane?” Alec asked. 

Several  minutes  after  their  meeting  with  Alfhild  had concluded,  Alec  and  his  party  rode  the  massive  metallic  elevator down  the  spine  of  Job’s  Bet  and  its  Nightside.  Alec  had  expected them to stop near the top of the cake-like tiers which separated the nearly  vertical  city,  perhaps  at  that  level  of  houses  and condominiums they’d seen on the way up. 

Instead, they headed to the furthest level down, right near the great boilers that heated the city. That wasn’t the only surprise Alec found on the way down. The two days he’d spent recuperating in the infirmary had been filled with wonders. 

“I  took  him  to  the  Alterers,”  Eleira  explained,  as  if  this  were the most ordinary thing to do in Job’s Bet. “He’s down on the lowest level now, having the time of his life. Don’t worry about him, Alec. My sweet  Firemane  has  had  more  fun  since  coming  to  this  town  than he’s seen in all the Royal Academy, I’d wager!” 

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” Alec said, glancing from Eleira to Alison and then to Maimonides. “Who in the world are these Alterers,  and  why  have  you  trusted  the  safety  of  your  Familiar  to them?” 

Alone  among  Alec’s  group  of  friends,  only  Trystara  looked like  she  fully  agreed  with  Alec’s  concerns.  “That’s  what   I  said,”  the demoness  hissed,  her  arms  crossed  beneath  her  breasts.  The demoness had gotten even more stares than usual since coming to the underground city, which was quite the opposite of what Alec had expected.  Surely  coming  to  a  place  with  more  nonhumans  running around would make a creature like Trystara stand out less? 

Yet  the  curious  gazes  of  passersby  followed  them everywhere  they  went.  What  disturbed  Alec  even  more  was  that these  weren’t  the  lewd,  lusty  looks  the  students  of  the  Royal Academy had been so fond of. These people looked at Trystara with genuine surprise, as if they’d never seen a creature like her before. 

Alec  had  been  making  a  mental  note  to  ask  about  it  as  soon  as possible. 

“You’re  just  saying  that  because  you  don’t  want  to  evolve,” 

Eleira  said,  the  words  tumbling  out  before  she  understood  their  full import.  “If  you  weren’t  afraid  of  the  power,  you’d  have  embraced  it and surprised Alec with it when he woke up at the Infirmary.” 

It  was  the  wrong  thing  to  say.  Trystara  stood  up  straighter, her  wings  flapping  backward  with  wicked  intent.  Behind  them,  the elevator  platform  descended  beneath  the  spot  where  they’d  gotten on  to  visit  Alfhild  at  her  offices.  They  were  now  dropping  into  the lower levels of the already underground city, where the atmosphere grew darker and smokier with each level. 

“Excuse   me?”  The  demoness  stepped  forward,  baring  her fangs.  “What  did  you  say,  Eleira?  I  must  have  misunderstood  your words,  little  elf  girl.  Surely  you  didn’t  mean  to  imply  that  I’m  some kind of a coward?” 

“No one with a brain would doubt your bravery,” Eleira said, rolling her eyes. “But Trystara, you have to realize this reticence you have  toward  learning  new  skills  is  hurting  you  in  the  long  run.  And not just you—but Alec as well.” 

The words were like a dagger through Trystara’s heart. The demoness  turned  away,  all  of  her  anger  extinguished  like  a  candle that had been dipped into a pool of water. “I see,” she said, clearly trying to hold back tears. “I guess you just know so much better than I do, Eleira. That must be why you’re marrying my mage. I’ll see you back at our apartments.” 

Eleira realized she’d gone too far. “Wait, Trystara,” she said, looking honestly upset at herself for hurting the demoness’s feelings. 

“Don’t—I’m sorry—” 

Too late. Alone among all of them, Trystara could fly—and fly she did. One smooth jump carried the familiar over the edge of the elevator,  where  she  dropped  like  a  stone.  Alec’s  heart  leapt  in  his chest  as  the  demoness  disappeared,  his  mind’s  eye  filled  with images of her splayed across the stones like a broken bird. 

Then  something  dark  soared  upward  like  a  loosed  balloon. 

Trystara  caught  an  updraft  and  rode  the  wind,  flying  upward  and away. Alec couldn’t tell one hundred percent from this distance, but he thought he saw tears streaming down his familiar’s face. 

“You hurt her feelings,” Alec said to Eleira. 

She still had the good sense to look chastened. But now that Trystara was no longer on the platform, she felt compelled to defend herself. “I’m not wrong, though,” she said, shaking her head. “We’re about  to  go  into  the  belly  of  the  beast,  Alec.  We’re  going  to  need every  bit  of  firepower  we  can  get.  Trystara’s  refusal  to  be  powered up  was  all  well  and  good  while  we  were  at  the  Royal  Academy—

there, we had plenty of time to plan the rest of our lives. But what if her  strength  proves  the  difference  between  whether  or  not  we survive this fight?” 

Alec  hated  to  admit  it,  but  his  own  thoughts  had  been trending in that direction as well. 

“Lad,”  Maimonides  said  in  a  mild  tone,  clearly  trying  to  play the  peacemaker.  “Has  the  demoness  given  you  any   reason   why she’s so dead set against evolving to a new form?” 

Alec shook his head. “I don’t have the faintest idea,” he said, not having to lie. “I know she had issues with being treated like an animal by the handlers at the Royal Academy, but we got through all of that. I consider Trystara part of my family, and things between us have never been better. Save for this.” 

The group looked down at the platform as it descended into the bowels of the city. “Perhaps you had best have a long chat with her,”  the  gnome  said  with  a  shrug.  “Whatever  the  issue  is,  it  is between you and her at the base. So you and her will have to work on it.” 

Alec  made  a  mental  note  to  find  out  which  ‘apartment’

belonged to himself and his familiar as soon as possible. He needed to have a chat with Trystara. 

But that would have to come later. For now, the platform had just  reached  the  lowest  level.  Here,  the  hallways  were  ringed  with steam,  giving  the  caverns  the  impression  of  a  misty  lake  on  a  cold morning.  The  residents  of  this  section  were  mostly  workers,  with  a more  common  appearance  than  the  finely  dressed  citizens  up above. A few food stalls hawked wares less savory than those on the higher levels, designed to be carried along one’s walk or brought to a factory. 

Here,  Eleira  took  the  lead.  As  much  as  Alison  Raleigh  had known the way to go when it came time to visit the mayor, the elf girl clearly  knew  what  she  was  doing  down  here  on  the  lowest  level  of the city. In fact, she looked completely in her element in the cavern, nodding  at  this  or  that  person  on  the  street  as  if  she  were  friends with them. 

“You’ve been fitting in here well,” Alec said, sidling up beside his beloved. 

“This city isn’t like any other in the world,” Eleira said with a smile.  “The  people,  the  food—it’s  amazing.  You’ll  see,  once  you spend a little more time here. It’s no great difficulty to protect these people, Alec. The thought of those worm monsters running through the streets, hurting people…” She shuddered. 

On that point, he and Eleira were in perfect agreement. 

“I  love  you,”  Alec  said,  lacing  his  fingers  through  Eleira’s. 

“And  Trystara  loves  you,  too.  But  please  don’t  ever  speak  to  my familiar like that again.” 

The elf girl nearly missed a step. “I what?” 

“That was extremely disrespectful,” Alec said, his face never changing from the mild, supportive man he was. It wasn’t his way to raise  his  voice  or  get  angry.  He  wouldn’t  have  done  it  at  all,  but  in this  instance,  he  felt  it  was  necessary.  Best  to  nip  this  in  the  bud now,  he thought, gripping Eleira’s hand a little bit harder. “Any issue

with Trystara is between me and her. How would you feel if I inserted myself into a problem between you and Firemane?” 

He  could  practically  see  the  thought  explode  behind  her eyes. Eleira’s cheeks burned like the bellows they passed, the coals glowing like a flow of magma beneath the earth. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, putting a hand on her forehead as they walked. “You’re right, Alec—that was uncharitably done. I would be so  upset  if  you  tried  to  assert  yourself  over  Firemane.  I  promise  I won’t  do  that  again,  and  I  wish  I  could  apologize  to  Trystara myself…” 

“You can,” Alec assured her. “Later. Once I talk to her.” 

Up  ahead  in  the  path  loomed  a  tall,  narrow  building.  It reached almost to the top of the plate separating the lowest level of the city from the second-lowest, as if it had grown until it had run out of space. Long workhouses fringed it to either side, as short and flat as the main building was tall and thin. Alec had never seen anything quite like it before. 

“Here  we  are,”  Eleira  said,  shaking  off  her  guilt  for  the moment. “The home of the Alterers. A kind of magic unique to Job’s Bet  and  the  Haunted  Isle,  where  Familiars  become  their  absolute best selves.” 

Alec  stared  up  at  the  massive  front  as  the  party  came  to  a stop before the building. An exotic fresco had been carved over the entrance, showing a handler who looked like Olivia Pawmaw’s twin walking a dragon-like creature through a series of transformations. In the  first,  the  creature  was  little  more  than  a  floating  snake—by  the final  one,  it  was  a  beast  out  of  one  of  the  ancient  myths.  The message couldn’t have been clearer:  our magic is about increasing the power of your familiar. 

“Why  have  I  never  heard  of  these  Alterers  before?”  Alec asked,  a  little  hesitant  to  step  inside.  It  felt  a  bit  like  betraying Trystara. 

“They’re  one  of  my  parents’  secrets,”  Alison  Raleigh  said, looking up at the building with a mixture of distaste and appreciation. 

“The Inscribers use the Alterers’ spells to increase the power of their familiars—Abraxas  went  through  this  same  process  before  he  was assigned  as  my  partner.  How  do  you  think  I  commanded  such  a powerful creature at such a young age?” 

Alec hadn’t thought about it before, but he supposed it made sense. “They...  alter familiars, then?” he asked. 

“Come inside,” Eleira said, taking Alec by the hand. “I’ll show you.” 

The  elf  girl’s  excitement  increased  by  the  moment  as  they stepped  inside.  They  walked  through  what  looked  like  nothing  so much  as  a  technologically  advanced  version  of  Olivia  Pawmaw’s beast stable. Had the Royal Academy decided to allocate a third of their  full  budget  to  providing  the  familiar  handler  with  the  most advanced  building  to  practice  her  craft  available,  it  might  have looked  a  bit  like  the  area  through  which  Alec  and  his  group  now moved. 

The  similarity  wasn’t  lost  on  Maimonides,  either.  “A  beast stable,”  the  gnome  whispered,  whistling  through  his  teeth  at  all  the finery  on  display.  “A  very   profitable   looking  beast  stable,  from  the looks of things…” 

Alison  Raleigh  shot  the  gnome  a  guilty  look  over  her shoulder.  “Mages  come  from  all  around  the  world  to  have  their familiars powered up by the Alterers,” she explained. “It’s the worst kept secret in the kingdoms to certain people.” 

“Rich people, in other words,” the gnome said, a smug smile spreading  across  his  face.  “A  far  cry  from  your  lofty  claims  of spreading magic to the common people, no?” 

Alison  looked  like  she’d  swallowed  something  sour.  “The Alterers  aren’t  part  of  the  Inscribers—they  just  work  with  us,”  she said  defensively.  “We  have  nothing  to  do  with  the...  pecuniary aspects of their business.” 

“I’m  sure,”  Maimonides  said,  shaking  his  head.  “Where’s Firemane?” 

He  needn’t  have  worried.  Almost  as  soon  as  he  asked,  a door  near  the  rear  of  the  chamber  opened,  and  the  great  gold  and red dragon emerged. Firemane’s reptilian face filled with joy to see his mage—the creature wrapped itself around Eleira, trails of smoke and flame spitting from its nostrils as it made noises suspiciously like laughter. 

“There you are, my baby!” Eleira said, rubbing the creature’s lustrous mane and making kissy faces. “Oh, I’m so happy to see you! 

Mommy  was  so  worried  about  you,  yes  she  was,  and   look!  Alec’s alright!” 

Firemane  looked  pleased  to  see  Alec  as  well.  The  dragon’s broad  head  slipped  away  from  Eleira,  sniffing  at  Alec  as  if  Eleira’s familiar  hadn’t  seen  him  for  a  long  time.  The  creature’s  nostrils lingered  around  his  Bloodcloak,  as  if  something  about  the  garment confused the dragon. 

“He doesn’t look all that much different than I expected,” Alec said, reaching out and rubbing the side of Firemane’s flank. “A little more  powerful,  perhaps,  but  you’ve  all  been  making  these  Alterers sound  like  they  can  do  some  extremely  major  changes  to  a familiar…” 

“The changes aren’t noticeable when a familiar is in its basic form,”  a  smooth  feminine  voice  said.  “Which  is  all  part  of  the process, of course—you don’t want your enemies to know what kind of power you’re packing until you jump into battle.” 

The voice made Alec look up. Standing in the open doorway with a smirk on her dusky face was the dark elf from earlier—the one Alec and Maimonides had gotten caught staring at. She looked like she’d been expecting them ever since that brief interaction—and like she was on the verge of laughter now that they were here. 

“You,”  Alec  blurted,  unable  to  stop  himself.  He  turned  to Eleira. “Why didn’t you tell me this woman was an Alterer?” 

“I’m  standing  right  here,”  the  dark  elf  said  with  a  smile.  “It’s wonderful  to  meet  you,  Alec  Diamondspear.  Eleira  has  told  me  so much about you. My name is Viya—an  artificer,  like  your  friend  the

Shadebringer.  Only  my  work  isn’t  in  inventions  as  much  as  it  is creatures.  Maimonides  works  with  crystal  and  steel—my  magic  is etched in flesh.” 

There  was  definitely  something  of   flesh   about  Viya.  The beauty  that  had  captivated  Maimonides  on  the  elevator  ride  to  the city’s highest level was even more apparent in the furnace lighting of the Alterers’ stable. A thin sheen of sweat stood out on the dark elf’s midnight skin, as if she’d been taking a walk in a thunderstorm just before  she  came  out  to  greet  them.  Her  clothing  was  even  darker than her skin, a black that seemed to absorb the light around it. To make things even worse, all of it was skintight, which made it hard to tell exactly  how much  of her was exposed and how much wasn’t. 

Alec  remembered  to  glance  away  quickly,  but  Maimonides was caught like a fly in a spider’s web. Alec could practically see the gnome’s eyes bugging out of his head, his jaw hitting the floor at the sight of the sleek, tall dark elf before him. 

“You  know  of  me,”  Maimonides  finally  managed,  blinking rapidly. 

With the kind of total lack of self-consciousness only possible in the truly beautiful, Viya took both of Maimonides’s hands in one of hers.  “It’s  an   honor,”  the  dark  elf  said,  nodding.  Long  white  hair trailed  down  her  back  in  a  thick  ponytail,  as  brilliantly  bright  as  her skin was dark. “I’ve studied all your inventions, Master Shadebringer. 

There are no inventors in this world with your intellect—or your keen sense for mechanical engineering. I would simply  love  it if you could take  a  tour  of  my  facilities  and  identify  places  where  we  could improve our efficiency…” 

“You  would!?  Well!”  Maimonides  took  the  woman’s  hand, grinning from ear to ear like a total buffoon. “I would be, uh,  happy  to do such a thing for you!” 

“By the Archon,” Eleira said, giggling as she elbowed Alec in the ribs. “I do believe the infamous bachelor is  smitten. ” 

That  impression  only  deepened  as  Viya  led  them  into  the stable  proper.  Magical  creatures  of  all  kinds  waited  in  enclosures

within the broad, low-ceilinged facility, and from a casual perusal of the  place,  they  lived  in  even  more  luxury  than  the  creatures  of  the Royal Academy. Viya led them down the main thoroughfare, pointing out this or that legendary creature the way a breeder might indicate a litter of puppies they were particularly proud of. 

“Of  course,  so  far  we’ve  only  discovered  how  to  imbue  a familiar with  one  elemental magic,” the dark elf was explaining to an utterly  enchanted  Maimonides.  “If  we  could  put  our  heads  together and  find  a  way  to  expand  that,  Master  Shadebringer,  well—I  don’t need to tell  you  how extreme the effects in the magical world would be!” 

“That’s  fascinating,”  the gnome said, hanging off Viya’s every word. “And please—call me Maimonides.” 

“Are  you  certain?”  The  dark  elf  giggled  behind  her  fingers. 

Only now did Alec realize she looked just as smitten with the gnome as he was with her. “Well, alright! Come this way, Maimonides, and I’ll show you the fruits of the Alterers’ labor.” 

Toward  the  back  of  the  chamber  lay  a  raised  platform, studded  with  strange  machines  and  tall  glass  cylinders.  If Maimonides’s workshop had toppled over a second time and landed in  the  midst  of  a  metalworker’s  smithy,  this  place  might  have  been the likely result. It looked like the domain of a high-tech blacksmith—

and a few moments later, that’s exactly who strode out to meet them. 

It was the tallest dwarf Alec had ever met. The man stood the same  height  as  Eleira,  his  thick,  black  beard  reaching  all  the  way down to his knees and tied in ornate braids. Nearly every inch of the dwarf’s skin was covered in tattoos, all of which were of the ancient runes of the dwarvish alphabet. 

“This,”  Viya  said  with  obvious  familiarity,  “is  my  secret weapon.  Maimonides,  Eleira,  Alison,  Alec  Diamondspear—I’d  like you  to  meet  Ru’un.  He’s  my  second  in  command  down  here—the foreman of the Alterer’s forge, an absolute master of the craft. Ru’un, this is Alec Diamondspear.” 

The dwarf looked Alec up and down. Now that he was closer, Alec  could  see  traces  of  gray  shot  through  the  dwarf’s  long  black beard.  His  face  was  unlined,  however,  which  gave  no  indication  of how old the artisan actually was. 

“I see,” Ru’un said in a noncommittal fashion. He didn’t offer his hand to Alec to shake, or seem to want Alec to offer the man his own. “Where’s his familiar? I’m told you control a demon?” 

“Demoness, ”  Alec  corrected  mildly.  He’d  met  men  like  this before  at  the  Archon  Temple.  Almost  supernaturally  dedicated  to their work, to the point that they focused solely on that while letting the  rest  of  the  world  fade  away.  They  often  had  strange  behaviors, like  a  flapping  of  the  arms  when  excited  or  an  interest  in  esoteric topics.  The  Archon  Temple  had  functioned  as  a  kind  of  safe  haven for  such  people,  giving  them  a  place  to  live  in  peace  and  work amongst the monks. Alec had never wondered if such people existed among the dwarves as well, but here was evidence that they did. 

“Demon,” Ru’un said, glancing down at the tiles between his feet.  “I  want  to  bestow  the  element  of  ice  upon  that  one.  Should complement the classic Diamondspear infatuation with fire nicely.” 

“Classic  infatuation?”  Alec  couldn’t  help  but  be  curious.  “I’m not  particularly  aligned  with  fire  over  any  of  the  other  elements, Master Ru’un.” 

“Oh, don’t get him started.” Viya clearly knew how to handle her  second  in  command—a  gentle  touch  on  the  arm  was  all  she needed  to  forestall  what  would  probably  be  a  long  speech.  “Ru’un here  knows  the  elemental  heraldries  of  every  noble  family,  going back all the way to the Archon practically! He’ll tell you about it, too, unless you give him a good piece of metal to shape instead.” 

“Leopold  Diamondspear,”  Ru’un  said,  a  strange  hitch entering  his  voice.  “Established  fire  as  the  primary  element  of  the Diamondspear clan in 1233, after using an eighth-level disintegration storm  to  win  the  War  of  the  Five  Houses.  The  elements  of  wind, water, and metal were all present on the battlefield—” 

“This  is  exactly  what  I’m  talking  about,”  Viya  said  kindly. 

“Ru’un,  Alec  Diamondspear  wants  to  see  what  we’ve  done  with Firemane. The dragon’s been a fixture at our clinic for the last couple of days, and Ru’un has just worked wonders in that time…” 

“Now  that’s  a  special  dragon,  indeed,”  Ru’un  said  with  a strange  little  laugh.  “Loyal,  powerful,  speedy—a  top-tier  familiar  in nearly  all  respects.  I’d  really  like  to  meet  this  demon  of  yours, Diamondspear, and make a full comparison…” 

 Demoness,  Alec  wanted  to  say—but  didn’t.  He  felt  it  would be useless at this point; the man was simply too fixated. So he just shook  his  head  and  smiled,  watching  as  Viya  moved  away  and gestured for Firemane to join her on the raised platform. 

“Ru’un,”  Viya  said,  brushing  back  her  snow-white  hair.  “Tell Alec and Eleira about the Alteration magic you worked on Firemane.” 

The  man  snapped  to  attention  so  quickly  it  was  as  if  he’d become  a  completely  different  person.  The  halting,  uncertain  tone left Ru’un’s voice, and he was sure and even as he explained. “The dragon  was  upgraded  with  the  Element  of  Metal,”  the  dwarf  said, watching  proudly  as  Firemane  began  to  glow.  “It’s  a  natural complement to the Leafwalker Dynasty, of which Eleira Leafwalker is the  current  and  only  member.  Not  only  that,  but  it  would  also complement the line of Diamondspear. Should your children wish to have their own familiars imbued with power, I hope to be able to lend my skill to that when the time comes.” 

Alec  didn’t  have  time  to  think  about  that.  A  most  incredible transformation  was  happening  before  his  very  eyes.  Firemane hovered above the raised platform, going from a slender, ribbon-like dragon to the vast beast he and Eleira knew so well. But this time, the dragon looked very different. 

As Firemane transformed, plates of armor emerged from his scaly  skin.  They  covered  him  like  a  knight’s  own  suit,  burnished bronze against the red and gold of his natural coloration. The parts of him not covered by the metal looked tougher than ever before, like it would take some seriously heavy-duty magic to crack those scales. 

But that wasn’t the half of it. 

As Firemane reached his full, evolved size, spikes shot from the  flesh  of  his  tail.  The  long  appendage  became  a  weapon  all  its own—a mace with a ball of spikes at the tip, capable of smashing an enemy  to  bits  with  a  few  hard,  quick  strikes.  More  spikes  emerged around  the  dragon’s  serpentine  neck  and  reptilian  snout,  providing armor and opening up the possibility of headbutting a foe in a tight spot. 

All in all, the already impressive might of Firemane had been augmented  into  something  even  more  powerful—making  him  the sort of familiar that ought to strike fear in the hearts of Chaos. 

As  the  transformation  completed,  Firemane  let  out  an earsplitting  roar,  coating  the  cavernous  ceiling  of  the  chamber  in liquid fire that dissolved as quickly as it sizzled. 

Viya  jumped  backward,  laughing,  her  hands  against  her slender, knife-like ears. 

“Listen to him go!” cried the Mistress of the Alterers, tears in the corners of her eyes. “Another very satisfied customer! A triumph for the magic of Alteration!” 

 An abomination,  a little voice whispered in the back of Alec’s mind. But he hardly listened to it. The view in front of him banished any worries like that. Firemane had been an incredible fighter before

—but  now?  Now,  he  could  likely  go  toe  to  toe  with  any  mage’s monster and come out on top. 

 No  wonder  they  want  to  do  this  to  Trystara,  Alec  thought, watching the dragon do a loop over the platform.  I wonder why she’s so against this? They wanted to upgrade her with the Element of Ice, right? Fire & Ice would be a very potent combination in a mage and his familiar…

Alec  had  to  find  a  way  to  convince  his  demoness  to  accept this gift. He hadn’t believed it before, but now he felt certain: whether or  not  they  could  destroy  the  hive  of  worm  monsters  depended  on this power. 

As  Firemane  flew  over  the  group,  giving  them  the  draconic equivalent  of  happy  laughter,  Alec  reached  out  toward  the  creature with his natural magic. All three of his friends on the platform knew about Alec’s ability to cast spells without a grimoire, but the citizens of  Job’s  Bet  were  still  in  the  dark  when  it  came  to  his  powers.  He opened  himself  up  to  a  small  trickle,  grabbing  with  a  spectral  hand toward one of the armored plates on Firemane’s back. 

To  his  shock,  he  absorbed  it.  Part  of  the  metal  dissolved, leaving  only  the  toughened  scales  beneath.  Firemane  seemed  to know  what  he’d  done  and  shrugged  it  off;  the  disappeared  portion was too small for either Viya or Ru’un to notice. 

 Interesting,  Alec  thought,  wondering  what  else  he  could  try. 

He knew it was probably a bad idea to experiment right in the middle of the stable, yet he felt he couldn’t help it. A mischievous spirit had come  over  him,  and  before  he  knew  what  he  was  doing,  he’d reached for one of the torches on the wall. 

It  sputtered  and  died,  flickering  out  as  he  absorbed  the element  of  Fire  from  within.  This  Viya   did  notice:  but  the  dark  elf shrugged  it  off,  figuring  it  was  nothing  more  than  the  wind  of  the dragon’s wings that had blown out the torch. 

Alec  reached  for  what  remained  of  the  armored  plate  along the  dragon’s  back  and  pushed  the  stored  element  into  it,  releasing the Fire he’d pushed into his core. 

Instantly the plate on Firemane’s back turned as hot and red as a stove. The dragon did not cry out in pain—the energy Alec had given  it  along  with  his  power  kept  it  from  experiencing  harm.  Yet there  was  no  way  to  hide  what  he’d  done.  Flames  leapt  from  the sides of the armored plate, giving it the appearance of having been just  pulled  out  of  a  blazing  bonfire.  Alec  knew  that  contact  with  a supercharged  plate  would  do  serious  damage  to  a  foe,  particularly one that was weak to fire magic. 

Viya watched, stunned. Alec got the impression it took quite a lot  to  leave  the  beautiful  dark  elf  speechless,  but  he’d  managed  it. 

“H-how?” she gasped, pointing a slender finger at the glowing plate. 

“What on earth has the dragon done?” 

“You  wanted  to  know  how  to  infuse  a  familiar  with  multiple elements,”  Maimonides  said  quickly,  covering  for  Alec.  “I  believe we’ve  just  seen  that  happen,  Mistress  Viya.  Now  that  we’ve observed it, we obviously must do more experiments. See if we can replicate it under laboratory conditions—” 

“—Control  it,” Viya finished for him, her voice picking up more excitement with each syllable. “Guide the energy to the elements we want,  so  that  we  can  select  the  process...  by  the   Archon,  this  is  a breakthrough! Master Maimonides, this simply must be because you joined us here today!” 

The  gnome  chuckled  as  Firemane  swooped  around  for  a landing. “Well, I don’t know if I’d go quite that far,” he said with false modesty.  “But  if  that  means  you’d  like  to  have  me  around  for  the process  of  finding  out  what  makes  that  energy  tick,  well—I’d  be delighted, Viya…” 

Gnome and dark elf stared at each other, each smiling. 

“Of course,” Viya said smoothly. “We’d fain exclude you from such a discovery, Master Shadebringer…” 

“Gross,”  Alison  Raleigh  grunted.  “Those  two  might  as  well just kiss and get it over with already. Nice job, Alec—you just brought them even closer together.” 

He  had.  But  the  one  person  in  the  room  who  hadn’t  been fooled  was  Ru’un.  The  dwarf  stared  daggers  at  Alec,  cocking  his head  to  the  side  as  if  his  prodigious  brain  was  doing  calculations much  faster  than  an  ordinary  person’s.  Finally,  the  dwarf  came forward. 

“You did that,” Ru’un said in a low tone. “Multiple elements.” 

There  was  no  sense  in  denying  it.  The  man  had  seen.  “It’s not quite like that,” Alec hastened to explain. “There’s this ability—” 

The dwarf shook his head. “Don’t want to get you in trouble. 

Bring  the  demon.  The  element  of  Ice,  Fire...  I  can  give  her   all   the

elements she wants. I can see how it works, Diamondspear. Let me do this. Let me try.” 

The man looked so nakedly pleading that Alec couldn’t help but  hold  out  a  sliver  of  hope.  “I  don’t  know  if  she’ll  agree,”  he  told Ru’un,  flashing  an  awkward  smile  as  he  spoke  to  the  dwarf.  “But  I promise I’ll try. I’ll speak with Trystara about it.” 

“Trystara,”  the  dwarf  said,  rolling  the  unfamiliar  syllables across his tongue. “Good.” 

Firemane  transformed  back  into  his  ordinary  form—a  long, dancing  ribbon  of  a  dragon.  He  wrapped  himself  around  his mistress’s waist, smoke pouring from his mouth as he let go of the energy Alec had pumped into his armor. 


“I told you,” Eleira said, her eyes sparkling with pride for her Familiar.  “We  let  the  Alterers  give  our  Familiars  the  best  of everything. Once they’re fully powered up, those worm things down in  the  tunnels  won’t  stand  a  chance.  In  fact,  nobody   will  stand  a chance. Not even the forces of Chaos will be able to stand against us!” 

Alec cast his gaze back toward Ru’un. The man had already shuffled  across  the  room  and  was  busy  hammering  some  glowing ingot of metal with a heavy looking hammer. Alec wasn’t sure about everything Eleira was saying, but one thing was for certain. 

He’d made the strange dwarf a promise. If he could convince Trystara to allow herself to be Altered, they’d be even stronger when they went into the tunnels to fight the Broken. 

One way or another, they had to make it to Alison Raleigh’s parents.  Only  then  would  they  be  able  to  fight  back  against  the forces of Chaos. 





Chapter 13







“No. Absolutely not.” 

Alec and Trystara sat around a great wooden table in a room filled  with  people.  All  around  them  were  the  sounds  of  drinking, shouting, and the playing of games. This was the  Friendly Calf Inn, the tavern where Alfhild had arranged for Alec and his group to rest after their long journey to Job’s Bet. 

Trystara hated it. 

“Trys,  you’ve  got  to  come  down  there  with  me  tomorrow,” 

Alec asked, hating the pleading sound in his voice. He’d come so far toward  an  equitable  relationship  with  his  familiar,  yet  this  business with the Alterers threatened to throw a wrench into the whole thing. 

Why wouldn’t the demoness see reason? 

“It’s  not  happening.  I’m  not  speaking  to  some  jumped  up animal handler, and I’m not letting anyone put me in one of those... 

those  zoos!” There was real malice in Trystara’s voice now—the kind that  didn’t  simply  go  away  with  a  kind  word  or  two.  “I  thought  we were past this, master, I really did!” 

Alec sighed. It might have been easier to convince Trystara if he had some backup, but the rest of his group had dispersed almost as soon as they’d reached the tavern. Maimonides had headed back down to the lower levels to assist Viya with some experiments—he’d told Alec with a twinkle in his eyes that the two of them were having dinner as well—and Alison had left not soon after on some errand for the  Inscribers  or  other.  Something  about  getting  a  message  to  her parents’ city before they arrived if at all possible. 

And  Eleira  had  gone  upstairs  almost  immediately.  He supposed  he  couldn’t  blame  his  beloved—she’d  been  pretty exhausted.  Unlike  him,  she  hadn’t  spent  the  last  two  days

recuperating  from  her  injuries.  Instead,  she’d  been  at  his  side  day and night, worrying herself nearly sick. Combine that with the trip to see Alfhild and the tour of Viya’s Alteration facilities, and Eleira was in some serious need of rest and relaxation. 

Which  left  Alec  alone  with  his  familiar,  drinking  in  the common room of the  Friendly Calf. 

“Do you want to tell me why it is you’re against all this, or will I  have  to  get  it  out  of  you  weeks  from  now?”  Alec  didn’t  mean  to sound  so  frustrated,  but  well—he   was   frustrated.  That  was  the problem. Trystara’s actions made no sense. 

“I told you,” the demoness said, sticking out her tongue. “I’ll evolve  when  I  feel  like  it.  And  not  a  moment  before.  They’re  not sticking metal plates all over me before I figure out whether or not I even  want  to change into another form!” 

“Trys...  you  know  I  love  you,”  Alec  sighed,  trying  another tack. “Eleira loves you, too —she apologized to you about a hundred times before she went upstairs. I can tell you she feels awful—” 

“It’s  not  about  that,”  Trystara  said,  holding  up  a  hand  to forestall Alec. “It’s about what  I  want, Alec. I’m the ruler of my own body,  not  those  tinkerers  downstairs.  Not  that  gnome,  either,  no matter how nice his intentions are.” 

“Trystara,” Alec said, putting a hand on his forehead. “You’ve fought beside me in a dozen battles now. You’ve saved my life, and I’ve  saved  yours.  You  know  the  kind  of  dangers  I  run  into  on  a regular  basis,  being  the  Heir  of  Diamondspear  and  carrying  my natural magic. So why wouldn’t you want to be able to rise to those kinds of challenges?” 

In  response,  Trystara  stared  at  him  strangely.  “Why  do  you think I won’t be able to rise to the challenge?” 

The question caught him flat-footed. “You should want more power,” he began. 

The demoness shook her head. “You think a bunch of fancy pieces of metal that glow are going to make the difference between life and death? I’m sleek, Alec. And I’m  fast.  You’ve seen me fight—

I’m a hellcat when I get angry, or someone’s threatening the people I love. I don’t  need  to take on some other form in order to prove that I can protect you!” 

Something  about  her  denials  triggered  something  Alec’s brain. “You keep saying you don’t want another form,” he muttered, taking a sip of his drink. The ale favored by the dwarves of Job’s Bet was strangely sweet, as if some sort of local berry had been pressed into it during the brewing process. Alec found he liked it quite a bit. 

“You know Firemane looks exactly the same, right? Yes, the dragon gets  larger  when  he  attains  his  secondary  form,  but  that  doesn’t mean  you’re  going to change! Are you really so shallow that you’re afraid you’re going to lose your beauty, Trystara?” 

It  was  the  wrong  thing  to  say—Alec  realized  that  almost  as soon  as  the  words  left  his  mouth.  A  veil  dropped  over  Trystara’s face, her eyes going flat. 

“I am less concerned with my beauty than any person in your group,” the demoness shot back, shaking her head. “It’s not  my  fault I  get  stared  at!  You  think  I   wanted   all  those  boys  at  the  Royal Academy  chasing  me  around,  trying  to  convince  me  to  sneak  into their windows at night? ‘ Come into my room, demoness, and I’ll give you my soul! By the time dawn breaks, I’ll gladly be yours…!’” 

Alec nearly spit out his beer. “I never need to hear about that again, thank you very much.” 

“Which just goes to show you—I’m not that kind of girl. And I’m not that kind of demon.” Now it was Trystara’s turn to sigh. “Why can’t you just accept me for who I am, Alec?” 

Frustration  filled  Alec’s  veins.  He   did   accept  Trystara—yet she  didn’t  seem  to  see  it.  Why  was  the  demoness  causing  such  a problem,  now  at  all  times?  He  knew  she  only  stayed  beneath  the Friendly Calf’s  roof for his benefit; the demoness longed to fly up and down  the  spine  of  the  city,  to  investigate  the  side  passages  and hidden spaces for spiders and other tasty goodies. But they had to come to an agreement on this. 

“What  if...  just  hear  me  out,  Trys,  don’t  give  me  that  pout... 

what  if  you  allowed  Ru’un  to  imbue  you  with  an  element   without making you evolve? Wouldn’t that be a good compromise?” To Alec that made perfect sense—it would allow Trystara to gain more power without  forcing  her  to  assume  a  new  form.  For  whatever  reason  it bothered her. 

“Hmm. Who’s Ru’un?” The demoness’s eyebrows scrunched up together, her red eyes flickering. “Another jumped up tinkerer?” 

“No,  he’s  nice,”  Alec  said.  “I  assure  you.  He  knows  the Diamondspear’s  ‘heraldic  elements’,  whatever  that  means.  All  the way back to my first ancestor, I think.” 

“Laudable,” Trystara said, downing the rest of her ale with a single  gulp.  Then  she  looked  at  him  strangely,  kindness  infiltrating her gaze. “You really need me to help you with these worm things, don’t you, master?” 

“Job’s  Bet   needs  you,”  Alec  said.  He  didn’t  need  to exaggerate  on  that  score.  “Those  monsters  will  be  here  within weeks,  according  to  the  mayor.  We  need  to  fight  them  back  to  the crack they came from and seal it.” 

Trystara  bit  down  on  her  bottom  lip.  Alec  couldn’t  tell  if  she was  debating  whether  or  not  to  accept  his  proposal  or  just  get another  drink.  From  the  way  the  bartender  kept  looking  the  gray-skinned demoness up and down, the man behind the bar was hoping for the latter. 

“I  tell  you  what,”  she  finally  said,  tapping  a  black-tipped  nail across the tabletop. “I do want to talk to this Ru’un.” 

“Okay, marvelous,” Alec said, relief flooding him. “We can go right away if you want—” 

“But,”  Trystara  hastened  to  add.  “That  does  not  mean  I’m accepting anything. I’m just talking, Alec.  And  you have to do me a favor first.” 

It wasn’t a firm agreement. But it was a start, and Alec was more than willing to start with just that. “Sure, Trystara. What do you need me to do?” 

The  demoness  burped.  “When  I  jumped  off  the  elevator  the last time, I saw this little side cavern on the third level of the city. It looks  like  an  old  maintenance  shaft  or  something—not  the  kind  of thing  that’s  heavily  trafficked.  I’m  thinking  if  there’s  any  spiders  or other ooey, gooey treats in this place, that’s where they’ve got to be hiding.” 

Alec laughed. “Why, Trystara! Are you suggesting we go on a good, old-fashioned spider hunt?” 

The demoness grinned from ear to ear, her fangs giving it a cutely toothy appearance. “Why not? It’s been so long since you and I ranged, master. I so miss the old days!” 

Alec finished the rest of his ale as well. “Why not?” he asked, echoing Trystara’s own question. “Let’s go hunt us some arachnids.” 

As they rose, Trystara suddenly turned and stared up through the ceiling. “Aren’t you going to tell your fiancée you’re ranging?” 

Alec  shrugged.  “I’m  having  a  night  with  the  lads,”  he  said, grinning.  “It’s  just  that  in  my  case,  ‘the  lads’  are  a  demoness  who loves to nosh on spiders.” 

Together, they left the inn behind and walked to the spine of the city. Alec wanted to wait for the platform, but before he could say anything,  Trystara  grabbed  him  by  the  shoulders  and  jumped.  His first words turned into a scream as the ground dropped out beneath him, his body entering free fall. He plummeted like a stone, only to hit an updraft and sail into the air beneath Trystara’s claws. 

The demoness was laughing as she set them both down on the level she’d mentioned. 

“You should have seen the look on your face!” she cackled, giving him a high-five once he recovered. “I can see why the elf girl loves you so much, Master. Pranking you is so much fun!” 

Alec doubted  that  was the reason he held Eleira’s affection, exactly, but he wasn’t about to argue with Trystara. Especially after she’d  just  proven  herself  capable  of  tossing  him  down  an  elevator shaft for fun. 

He followed the demoness away from the beaten paths of the city,  heading  toward  a  narrow  opening  in  the  cavern  wall.  Two buildings had been set up around it, as if the city had simply molded itself  around  the  imperfection  rather  than  try  and  reshape  the  land itself. Looking inside gave Alec an odd kind of feeling. 

“You really saw this from all the way over there?” Alec asked, glancing  back  toward  the  paternoster.  Even  from  this  distance,  he could see it slowly moving up and down across the various levels of Job’s  Bet—but  that  was  about  all  he  could  see.  The  faces  and bodies  of  those  who  rode  the  elevator  were  a  complete  mystery  to Alec  from  this  far  away,  which  left  him  shocked  that  Trystara  could pick out a likely spawning ground for spiders from such a ways away. 

 Maybe she’s right about the whole ‘not needing to evolve’ thing,  he thought,  swaying  on  his  feet  just  a  bit.  He’d  drunk  too  much  in  the Friendly Calf,  trying to match Trystara. 

Trystara  nodded.  “I’m  like  a  shark  when  it  comes  to arachnids,” the demoness said proudly. “You know they can smell a single drop of blood in the water from over a mile away?” 

“I was not aware of that,” Alec said, peering into the crack. 

“Well,  it’s  true,”  Trystara  said  happily.  “And  I’m  even   more perceptive than they are when it comes to food. Oh, not to say that hapless humans are a food source for me…” 

Alec shook his head, grinning. “Let’s check it out.” 

The  temperature  dropped  rapidly  as  Alec  and  Trystara entered  the  narrow  cleft.  Someone  had  hung  up  torches  along  the entrance to the side passage, but these ended about a stone’s throw away  from  the  city  proper.  Alec  whispered  a  ball  of  light  into existence,  channeling  it  from  a  small  amount  of  fire  energy  he  had left over from his experiments with Firemane. 

“Something  about  this  place  sets  my  teeth  on  edge,”  Alec admitted. 

“It’s  off  the  beaten  path,”  Trystara  agreed.  “That’s  why  it’s  a perfect place to hunt for bugs. Come on!” 

As they walked, the ground began to crunch beneath Alec’s feet.  He  glanced  down,  confused,  only  to  see  glittering  crystals  all over the dirt. Their source was a mystery to him, right until he leaned down  and  put  his  hand  on  the  floor.  The  cold  and  slight  damp overwhelmed him, and he knew. 

“Ice?” 

Trystara paused, glancing back at Alec. “Oh yeah. These old caverns are positively full of it. Let’s keep going!” 

 Ru’un wants to imbue Trystara with the element of Ice,  Alec thought, following the demoness further down the passage. Despite the seductive sway of her hips, Alec couldn’t think of the demoness as anything other than a sister. The thoughts of ice tangled up in him as  he  crunched  across  the  frozen  ground,  and  he  grabbed  a  bit  of the element as he walked, pulling it into himself. 

“Streams that go partially underground, watersheds that seep between  the  rocks,  stuff  like  that,”  Trystara  was  saying.  “Even  little drips and rivulets of water flow downward. Anywhere there’s a crack in  the  rock,  water  will  eventually  accrue.  Over  time,  the  caverns down  here  fill  with  the  stuff  if  there’s  not  someone  keeping  them warm  enough  to  melt  it—like  the  citizens  of  Job’s  Bet  back  there. 

That place won’t have  any  ice, thanks to all the people.” 

“And you want ice?” Alec asked, confused. 

Trystara  peered  back  over  her  shoulder,  flashing  her sharklike grin. “Oh yeah. Spiders  love  ice.” 

That  they  did.  As  the  cavern  began  to  open  around  them, Alec caught sight of thick cobwebs in the corners of rocks. Trystara licked her lips hungrily, quickening her pace as she caught the scent of a den of the creatures. 

“Right  here!”  Trystara  pounced  into  the  darkness,  her  claws flashing as she gave into her demonic nature. “Momma’s gonna eat good tonight…!” 

Alec heard her land a short distance away, but the sounds of clawing and chewing he’d expected didn’t come. Instead, there was a  strange,  disturbing  silence  in  the  cavern.  From  somewhere  far

away he could hear the drip of water off a slowly melting icicle, but that was about it. 

“Trys?” Alec peered into the gloom. “Where are you?” 

Something came out of the darkness. 

Alec  fell  backward,  sliding  across  the  ice.  He  felt  for  the Diamondspear in his robes, trying to draw it before his attacker was on  him.  The  energy  inside  him  spread  from  his  core  to  his  fingers, coating them with a thick sheen of pure ice. 

“Stay back!” he roared, tossing the energy forward. 

Trystara  stared  back  at  him,  half  of  a  spider  hanging  out  of her mouth. 

“Got  you!”  the  demoness  was  already  saying.  “Gods,  you prank so easily—!” 

The wave of ice energy collided with the demoness. 

Trystara  gave  a  little  jerk,  as  if  stunned.  Her  eyes  opened wide, the half-eaten spider dropping from her mouth and landing on the floor in a little burst of ichor. Her claws reached to her breast, as if she’d eaten something that didn’t agree with her. 

 “Cold,” the demoness gasped. “So cold…” 

 Oh  no!  Alec  hadn’t  meant  to  attack  Trystara—she’d  startled him! She only meant to prank him, but she hadn’t realized Alec had been pulling bits of the element of Ice into his body as they walked. 

She couldn’t have known he’d release it all in her face, try to freeze her blood as if she were an attacker. 

Ice flowed across the demoness’s skin. She tried to kick out, only to find her leg wouldn’t move. 

“Alec,” the demoness grunted, her jaw fusing together. “Help

—” 

Had he been carrying some extra Fire inside his person or on one of the crystals at his belt, it would have been easy to counter the energy  inside  his  familiar  with  its  opposite.  But  he’d  used  it  up casting the ball of light—and all around him lay more ice, not the fire of civilization. What could he do? 

The  answer  came  in  a  flash  of  inspiration.  “Trystara,  don’t move,”  he  said,  stretching  out  his  hands.  “I’m  going  to  try something…” 

The  demoness’s  eyes  filled  with  an  ironic  look,  as  if  she wanted to say something wry about moving but was unable, because she  couldn’t  move.  Alec  reached  out  toward  Trystara,  grappling  at the elemental Ice he’d put inside of her. He couldn’t simply pull it out

—not  without  causing  a  shock  to  her  senses  that  might  be  worse than  leaving  it  in  and  carrying  her  back  to  the  city.  But  there   was something he could do with that energy. 

Something he’d done to Firemane just a short while ago. 

Alec  molded  the  Element  of  Ice,  turning  it  from  a  hostile presence  in  Trystara’s  body  to  something  she’d  been  infused  with. 

The  demoness’s  eyes  widened  when  she  realized  she  could  move her  jaw  and  leg—that  the  pain  the  ice  spell  had  caused  had  been soothed away entirely. Alec applied Viya and Ru’un’s lessons without having  seen  them  fully,  doing  to  Trystara  what  he’d  done  to Firemane with his elemental fire. 

It wasn’t perfect. After all, Alec had never done what he was trying  to  do  before—not  to  such  an  extent,  in  any  case.  As  he finished, he heaved a sigh and slumped against the nearest ice wall, suddenly drained. 

Trystara felt at herself, her eyes wide. “I’m... I’m alright,” she said, sounding shocked. “Alec, what did you do…” 

The demoness turned and saw her own reflection in the ice wall.  Trystara’s  mouth  dropped  open,  her  eyes  as  wide  as  dinner plates. 

His familiar’s wings were a mass of brilliant white. 

Thick  tendrils  of  ice  wrapped  around  the  leather,  infiltrating and  supporting  them.  Trystara  gave  them  an  experimental  flap  and watched with glee as they generated an icy cold wind that froze the wall  even  harder.  A  mad  laugh  escaped  the  demoness’s  throat  as she  glanced  down  to  see  the  same  tendrils  caressing  her  skimpy clothing, giving her an aura of cold along with advanced armor. 

Most shocking of all were her claws. Already fierce to begin with,  she  now  had  the  massive  paws  of  a  yeti.  Eight-inch  nails  as sharp as diamonds protruded from her fists, capable of ripping any beast  to  shreds  in  short  order.  On  her,  they  looked  like  fancy  fur gloves to someone who didn’t know what she was capable of. 

“Oh   wow,”  the  demoness  said,  her  face  lighting  up  like  a Winter Solstice morning. “Alec, this is amazing!” 

She  slashed  the  ice  wall,  nearly  shearing  it  in  two  with  a single  blow.  Then  she  got  an  idea,  and  she  balled  her  hand  into  a fist.  A  few  of  the  tendrils  around  her  forearm  wilted,  only  to  reform into  a  long,  thin  projectile  shaped  like  a  spear.  Trystara  held  the portable ice attack high, took aim at a distant part of the cavern—and threw. 

The spear left a sheen of glittering cold in its wake. When it hit  the  wall,  it  didn’t  shatter—instead,  it  exploded  into  a  miniature blizzard.  Something  inside  Alec  told  him  that  a  living  thing  hit  with that spear would freeze instantly, unless it was protected somehow. 

 What power,  Alec thought, dazed.  This is incredible! 

“You... you  scoundrel, ” Trystara said, tears in her eyes. “You told me you were going to take me to talk to this dwarf, and all this time  you’d  figured  out  how  to  do  what  he  did  without  having  to involve anyone else! You copied the man!” 

“I  guess  I  did,”  Alec  said,  unable  to  tear  his  eyes  off Trystara’s  ice  armor.  “Trys,  I’m  sorry  I  did  that  without  your permission. I was just trying to save you—” 

“Save  me?  Hell!”  The  demoness  tossed  another  spear  into the darkness. “This is freaking awesome, Alec! And I don’t have to turn into some other kind of demon in order to do it! I told you I could still be a valuable member of the team without having to evolve!” 

 That’s what I was trying to tell you,  Alec thought, but decided to  let  it  go.  The  demoness  was  so  happy,  and  his  issues  had  just been  fixed.  He  couldn’t  wait  to  tell  Maimonides  and  Viya  about  his discovery—they  were  certain  to  have  a  field  day  with  this information. The gnome would want to experiment for weeks…

 Well, once we clear the path, we might have time,  Alec told himself.  Though  we’ll  likely  have  to  carry  out  those  experiments  in the house of the Inscribers. 

The Inscribers. They were really going to make it there. With this power, and Firemane’s new abilities, those worm monsters didn’t stand a chance. Alec felt himself surge with excitement. 

“This  is  a  revelation!”  Trystara  yelled,  channeling  the  ice around her limbs. “It’s everything I ever could have wanted! Hell, it’s

—” 

“An abomination. ” 

Both  Alec  and  Trystara  turned  as  one.  Standing  in  the darkness was a tall woman with the head of a deer. 



Chapter 14







“You have violated our agreement, Diamondspear, ” the deer-headed  woman  hissed.  “You  have  used  the  forbidden  magic,  and now you must die.” 

Trystara  cocked  her  head  to  the  side.  Full  of  new  life  and energy, the demoness couldn’t see the creature as the threat she so clearly represented. “I don’t remember my Master making any kind of arrangement with  you,” Trystara spat. “You get separated from your forest tour, venison girl?” 

The  deer  woman  snickered.  “You  know  not  who  you  insult, whelp.” 

“Trystara, stop,” Alec said, holding out a hand. At the sight of the deer woman, memory came flooding back. Alec saw his friends frozen,  their  eyes  sightless  and  staring,  the  deer  woman  walking among them…

Oh Gods. By the Archon. He remembered everything. 

“Look,  my  friend  and  I  just  came  here  to  hunt  down  some tasty  spiders,”  Trystara  said,  sounding  cockier  than  Alec  had  ever heard the demoness. “If you want to give us some sport, that’s fine—

I don’t eat humans, but that head of yours looks edible enough. Or you can turn around and go back to wherever it is you came from. 

Your choice.” 

“Trystara, we need to run,” Alec said, his pulse bounding like a hummingbird’s. 

“What?” the demoness glanced over her shoulder, looking at him in disbelief. “You don’t think we can handle this lady together?” 

“It’s not that,” Alec said, trying to get Trystara to listen. “She’s not alone! ” 

Trystara froze. As her face changed, Alec realized she heard it too. 

The  deer  woman  shook  her  head,  giving  them  a  look  that was almost sad. “You could have mended the Broken,”  the creature whispered in Alec’s skull, stepping backward into the darkness. “You could have made peace between those who live on the Haunted Isle and those who rule it. Now everything will be destroyed. ” 

“Gah! What is this thing talking about?” Trystara held a yeti’s fist against her head, her tongue lolling from the side of her mouth. 

“Listening to this thing makes me feel like I’ve got fizzy candy in my brain…” 

The  deer  woman—who  Alec  now  remembered  was  called Shikasta,  the avatar of the Broken—vanished into the darkness as if she’d never been there. 

From  the  back  of  the  cavern  came  hundreds  of  gurgling, hungry voices. 

“Oh  no  no  no  no  no,”  Trystara  whispered,  taking  a  step backward toward Alec. “No, that can’t be what I think it is…” 

“Stick  near  me,  Trystara,”  Alec  commanded,  glancing  at  the narrow entrance through which they’d entered the chamber. “Listen

—you see that tunnel behind us?” 

The  demoness  turned.  Her  eyes  widened  with  fright  as  the number of voices abruptly doubled, as if a new choir had joined the one already singing. “What about it?” 

“That  leads  right  back  to  the  third  level  of  Job’s  Bet,”  Alec said,  something  hard  entering  his  voice.  “There’s  no  locked  doors, no  security  grating,  no  guards  between  here  and  the  residential sector,  Trystara.  Nothing  is  protecting  the  people  of  Job’s  Bet  from those worm monsters getting into their city now. Nothing except us.” 

Trystara  swallowed  hard,  finally  realizing.  “It’s  all  up  to  us,” 

she said, glancing between the entrance and the darkness. 

Alec  nodded.  “We  have  to  hold  them  back.  Will  you  help me?” 

In  response,  Trystara  did  a  flip  into  the  air.  The  demoness soared  on  an  invisible  current,  riding  it  back  to  where  her  Master stood. As she landed, she clasped his hand in her own. 

“We’ve got this!” she yelled, her red eyes flashing in the dim light.  “Load  me  up  with  more  ice,  Alec!  There’s  tons  of  it  in  this chamber—I’m going to need all the spears I can get!” 

Ice,  fortunately,  was  the  one  thing  they  didn’t  lack.  Alec reached out with both hands as the voices approached, grabbing ice from  both  sides  of  the  massive  chamber.  The  crystals  on  his  belt began  to  glow  as  the  excess  energy  was  stored  away,  with  the greater part of it shunted directly into Trystara and molded the same way  he’d  done  with  her  energy  when  he’d  accidentally  hit  her  with the ice. 

The  tendrils  that  had  withered  around  her  limbs  reformed—

along with many, many more. Soon the demoness looked less like a flying  creature  than  one  of  the  legendary  monsters  of  the  steppes, said  to  be  ten  feet  tall  and  have  pure  ice  in  their  veins.  Even Trystara’s eyes looked a bit purple in the light, as if some blue had mixed in with the red. 

The demoness cackled, lifting an arm and coating it in armor of pure ice. “Bring it on!” she howled at the darkness. “You tried to kill my Master once, worms! You won’t get a second chance!” 

As  if  in  response  to  her  taunt,  a  dozen  silhouettes  filled  the shadows. Even after having seen them once before, the sight of the first  line  of  worm  creatures  filled  Alec  with  a  revulsion  that  was  so strong he shuddered. Their mouths were too wide, hanging open like a torn doll’s as they advanced on their squishy, multi-jointed limbs. 

Trystara  let  out  a  howl  of  mingled  fury  and  fright  as  she  fell among  the  first  line.  She  swung  her  elementally  infused  arm  at  a worm  creature,  freezing  it  with  a  single  strike.  It  soared  backward across the frozen ground, knocking over two of its fellows. Trystara ducked  the  next  attacker’s  bite,  dealing  it  an  uppercut  that  sent  it slamming  against  the  roof  of  the  cavern,  snapping  it  in  a  dozen places. 

The  demoness  was  a  whirling  dervish  of  death—a  battle goddess  incarnate.  But  Alec  had  little  time  to  admire  her;  a  whole phalanx  of  worm  monsters  was  already  bearing  down  on  him.  The Diamondspear left his robes, sleek and deadly as it extended to its full length in his hands. 

Suddenly,  the  front  row  of  creatures  shied  away  for  a moment, as if they recognized his weapon.  They’ve seen this before, he  realized.  Some  of  the  worm  monsters  from  the  waterfall  must have lived to tell the tale. They’re SCARED now! 

Well. Let them fear. It was time for Alec to go to work. 

With  a  yell  the  equal  of  any  berserker,  Alec  pushed  the element  of  Ice  into  his  spear  and  struck.  Crystals  broke  from  the knife  tip  everywhere  it  touched,  leaving  worm  creatures  frozen  or partially  frozen  to  the  spot.  Together,  Alec  and  Trystara  froze  the advancing worms, until their fellows had to line up behind the rows of ice-encased monsters standing in their way. 

All at once, Alec felt Trystara crouching on his shoulders. 

“Step  back,  Master,”  the  demoness  said  mischievously, something wicked flashing in her eyes. “I’ve got an idea!” 

He  jumped  backward,  keeping  his  balance  by  smacking  the knife tip of the Diamondspear into the ice. Trystara landed a few feet ahead of him, facing the onrushing legion of worm monsters. At least thirty  of  the  things  were  frozen  to  the  spot  now,  locking  up  the hundreds more who were trying to get to the front and bite Alec and Trystara. 

“Get back,” the demoness snarled, her wings beating against the current. “Go back where you came from, you monsters!” 

As  Trystara’s  ice-infused  wings  beat,  that  frozen  wind  blew across the cavern. It shattered the frozen worm creatures, splintering them into a hail of icy shards. 

And  the  wind  picked  up  those  shards,  making  each  one  a glittering  crystal  knife  as  deadly  as  the  ones  Trystara  could  cast  at will. 

The  wave  of  icy  blades  slammed  into  the  first  row  of advancing  worm  monsters,  slashing  through  them  in  dozens  of places. Maggots spilled across the ice as the creatures tumbled, the crude  sacks  of  their  bodies  split  open  by  ten  thousand  cuts  from Trystara’s icy salvo. As they fell, their comrades climbed over them, heedless of the frozen grubs and bodies beneath their feet. 

Trystara kept right on pulsing her wings, trying to freeze each of the monsters to the spot. She transformed the tendrils around her arms and legs into thick spears of ice, sending them singing into the ranks  to  explode  as  clouds  of  pure  blizzard.  When  the  worms  got through  that,  she  raked  them  with  her  yeti’s  claws,  ripping  them  to shreds as they struggled to climb over the fallen. 

It  was  pandemonium.  Pure  chaos,  an  effortless  slaughter. 

And it wasn’t enough. 

Because  for  every  worm  monster  Alec  and  Trystara  killed, another hundred spilled into the back of the chamber. 

They stood on top of each other now, like a living wave. They looked  almost  like  the  grubs  that  lived  inside  of  them—a  writhing mass  of  worms,  making  their  way  across  the  frozen  cavern  like  a living glacier as they headed for Alec and Trystara. Alec conjured a ball of ice the size of a wagon and tossed it at the wave, only to see it  split  and  sink  into  the  army  of  worm  creatures  like  it  had  never been there. 

It was no use. The creatures had no sense of morale—even the world’s most disciplined army would turn back after seeing their soldiers slaughtered by the thousands, but Alec and Trystara could have  killed  ninety  nine  percent  of  the  worm  creatures  and  that  one percent  remaining  would  have  fought  just  as  hard.  They  were mindless, disgusting—pure terror brought to life. 

Alec  realized  it  as  he  watched  Trystara  fighting,  her  energy beginning to flag. 

“We have to retreat!” he cried. “Warn the town!” 

Trystara  nodded—then  a  worm  monster  jumped  on  top  of her, pushing her to the ground. 

Alec moved without thinking. The Bloodcloak whistled around his shoulders, and the distance between himself and his familiar no longer  mattered.  He  was  simply   there,  swinging  the  Diamondspear like it was the only activity he’d committed himself to since childhood. 

He  kicked  the  worm  monster  off  Trystara,  then  slammed  the  ones nearest to her backward with an ice-infused strike. 

“I’ve got you,” he said, pulling the familiar to her feet. To his surprise, she had no bites—a minor miracle. “Let’s get out of here!” 

The  chamber  itself  was  beginning  to  quake.  Even  a  large cavern  such  as  this  one  hadn’t  been  designed  to  hold  the  sheer numbers  Shikasta and her army of worm monsters were capable of putting out. Rocks rained down from the ceiling, crushing dozens of the creatures without the rest even blinking. The whole place began to shake and tilt, the ground beneath them lifting to the side with a sickening groan. 

Trystara  pounced  on  Alec’s  shoulders  and  lifted  him  off  the ground, right as the ground collapsed. She soared toward the slit in the  wall  like  an  arrow  loosed  from  a  bow,  diving  straight  toward  it with  all  her  speed.  Above  it,  an  entire  shelf  of  ice  careened  to  the side, tipping over like a tower. 

“We’re not going to make it!” Alec shouted, closing his eyes. 

“It’s going to hit us—!” 

Trystara lowered her head and charged. The slit grew wider, wider, the ice falling right over Alec’s head—

They were through. The ice slammed into the ground inches behind  them,  sealing  off  the  cavern.  Through  its  multifaceted surface, they could see the worm monsters dying by the hundreds. 

The sight of all that carnage brought a grim smile to Trystara’s face, but it didn’t change the basic facts. This altered nothing. 

Next time, Shikasta would come in force. 

“We  have  to  go  back,”  Alec  said,  taking  Trystara’s  hand. 

“Come on. We have to warn the city! Get everyone ready—that  thing with  the  deer’s  head  will  attack  now,  now  that  we’ve  violated  its agreement!” 

“What  agreement!?”  Trystara  demanded.  “Alec,  what   was that thing?” 

“It’s  the  thing  that  was  here  before  everything  else,”  Alec said,  shaking  his  head.  “Before  the  spirits,  the  dwarves,  the Inscribers... I think it’s the spirit of the island itself, Trystara.” 

“And it’s  broken,” Trystara said, staring at the icy wall behind them. “What do you want to bet it started breaking a year and a half ago,  Master?  Right  when  the  dwarves  figured  out  how  to supercharge people’s familiars with special magic that only works on this  island?” 

“That’s what I’m thinking, too,” Alec said gravely. “Come on—

we might just have time to explain this to the mayor if we run. Then we’ve got to get the group together.” 

“What  for?”  Trystara  asked  as  they  raced  down  the  cavern. 

“So we can run?” 

Alec shook his head. “So we can  fight. I think I know how we can destroy Shikasta before she turns the Haunted Isle back the way it was before people discovered it. But I’m going to need everyone’s help in order to do it.” 

Chapter 15







Alec and Trystara entered Job’s Bet to the sound of alarms. 

As they slipped through the narrow crack in the cavern wall between  two  buildings,  a  guard  rushed  by  carrying  a  spear  tipped with  silver.  He  took  one  look  at  them  and  nearly  attacked,  his weapon held in a trembling hand. 

“Relax!” Alec yelled. “We’re friendly! Listen, you’ve got to tell us—where is Alfhild?” 

The  guard’s  eyes  had  gone  unfocused  in  the  moment  he nearly attacked Alec and Trystara. Now he struggled to get himself back  under  control.  “The  mayor?”  he  asked,  his  tone  fringed  with suspicion. “Why would I tell you a thing like that—” 

It  was  as  far  as  he  got.  Trystara’s  arms  still  played  host  to dozens of writhing, icy tendrils—she wrapped them around the man effortlessly  and  hauled  him  off  his  feet.  His  spear  slipped  from nerveless fingers and clattered over the bare ground. 

“There’s  about  ten  thousand  of  those  worm  monsters  back there  gnawing  at  the  ice,  trying  to  get  into  the  city,”  Trystara  said, pulling  the  man  face  to  face  with  her  via  her  ice  tendrils.  “So  you either tell me where to find the woman in charge, or I’ll  feed  you to them to slow them down!” 

Alec  couldn’t  believe  the  sheer  ferocity  coming  from  his familiar.  There’s something off about her,  he realized, watching those vicious tendrils writhe across the demoness’s skin.  Shikasta is right

 —this  isn’t  an  abomination,  but  there’s  something  weird  about  this magic for sure.  Trystara would never threaten a hapless civilian like that. 

“Th-the   Friendly  Calf  Inn! ”  the  man  screamed,  struggling  in Trystara’s  grip.  “The  Mayor  convened  an  emergency  meeting  there

—the Diamondspear kid and his party are supposed to be there! She needs them to help shore up the city’s defenses!” 

Trystara twisted, holding the man over her head so he could see  Alec.  “That’s  the  Diamondspear  kid  right  there,”  the  demoness growled, flipping the man upside down. “Now stay out of our way!” 

She  tossed  the  guard  away  like  a  discarded  piece  of  tissue paper.  He  slammed  against  the  side  of  the  bare  rock  wall  and crumpled,  groaning  in  a  low  voice.  Alec  raced  to  the  man,  terrified that he might be hurt, but Trystara shrugged him off. 

“He’s  fine,”  the  demoness  growled.  “Nothing  the  healers won’t be able to fix. Come on, the boss is waiting for us. From the sounds  of  things,  that  crack  in  the  rock  isn’t  the  only  place  Miss Venison Head sent her gross soldiers.” 

Still  more  than  a  little  shocked  by  Trystara’s  anger,  Alec followed  her  through  the  streets.  He  soon  found  himself  glad  to  be accompanied  by  someone  with  the  power  of  flight,  for  Job’s  Bet resembled a madhouse. The streets were pure chaos, with citizens boarding  up  their  windows,  running  for  the  hills,  or  taking  the opportunity to try and loot the more desirable boutiques on the high streets.  Alec  couldn’t  believe  how  quickly  order  had  fallen  apart  in the subterranean caverns. 

“We have to get to the spine,” Trystara said, shoving aside a halfling carrying a sack filled with grains. Whether the poor man was a looter or a shop owner trying to save his wares, Alec didn’t know—

and  he  suspected  Trystara  didn’t  care.  “Once  we  drop  a  couple levels, this crowd ought to thin out.” 

Just  then,  a  figure  raced  down  the  street,  heading  right  for Alec.  It  took  him  a  moment  to  realize  he  recognized  the  dark  elf—

she still wore her skintight black outfit, though she’d augmented her attire with a pair of thick, almost matronly glasses. 

“Alec  Diamondspear!”  Viya  shouted,  throwing  an  arm  in  the air. “Oh, thank the Archon I found you! Your fiancée is worried sick!” 

Trystara’s  claws  extended.  “Who’s  this?”  she  growled,  her red eyes flashing. 

“A  friend!”  Alec  said,  holding  up  his  hands  to  forestall  the demoness.  “She’s  the  boss  of  the  Alterers—her  name’s  Viya.  She works down on the lowest level.” 

Viya  wasn’t  alone.  Puffing  along  a  few  feet  behind  the slender  dark  elf  was  Maimonides  himself,  looking  somewhat  worse for  wear.  Still,  exhaustion  hadn’t  dulled  the  gnome’s  eye-searing sense  of  style  in  the  slightest.  Alec  looked  from  one  to  the  other, trying to match the sleek utilitarian black to the mishmash of colors, and realized that  opposites attract  in more ways than one. 

“There  you  are,  lad,”  Maimonides  said,  coming  to  a  stop before  Alec  and  Trystara.  “Alfhild  is  rallying  the  troops  around  the Friendly  Calf  Inn.  We’re  supposed  to  be  there  now,  but  Eleira  is worried  sick.  She  begged  Viya  and  me  to  track  you  and  Trystara down—you were both supposed to be in the common room!” 

“We  went  hunting  for  spiders,”  Alec  explained.  Maimonides nodded  as  if  he’d  expected  the  explanation  to  be  something  along those lines. “And we ran into an old friend.” 

Quickly,  Alec  explained  what  he  remembered  of  the  woman with the deer’s head. “I think the Alterers stepped onto her territory when  they  tapped  into  this  particular  source  of  magic,”  Alec explained  as  he  finished  up.  “She  doesn’t  like  that,  and  she’s protecting what she considers to be hers.” 

Maimonides nodded gravely at this. But Viya was horrified. 

“I had no idea,” the dark elf said, putting a dark hand against her glossy lips. “All this time—the attacks by the Broken, the worm creatures  hurting  innocent  people—it  was  our    fault!  No,  worse—it was  my  fault!” 

“Calm  yourself,  my  dear,”  Maimonides  said,  taking  the  dark elf  by  the  hand.  “You  were  merely  acting  in  the  spirit  of  scientific inquiry—there’s nothing wrong with that. You had no way of knowing your experiments were causing effects far beneath the Haunted Isle, in  places  that  men  and  nonhumans  have  never  dwelled  in  long enough to give names to.” 

Viya shook her head, the light flashing against the lenses of her glasses. “I should have realized when the attacks began to pick up,”  the  dark  elf  said  firmly.  “I  take  full  responsibility  for  this, Maimonides. I’ll take the necessary steps.” 

Alec  did  a  double  take.  “Necessary  steps?  What  necessary steps?” 

A  sad  smile  spread  across  the  dark  elves  face.  “Isn’t  it obvious?  If  this  Shikasta  woman  is  attacking  us  because  of  my Alteration  magic,  then  we’ll  stop  it.  I’ll  shut  down  the  forge.”  Viya laughed  sourly.  “Poor  Ru’un  will  have  conniptions,  but  he’ll understand when I tell him it’s for the good of the city. The magic isn’t worth people’s lives.” 

Alec stood frozen in his tracks. He admired the quick decision making  that  Viya  had  taken  in  dealing  with  the  problem—and  the utter willingness to sacrifice her own pursuit of knowledge in order to safeguard the city’s population. For other people—even, perhaps, for Maimonides  the  Shadebringer  himself—that  decision  would  have only been reached after a great deal more internal debate. 

“I’ll  go  with  you,  then,”  Maimonides  said,  nodding  at  Viya. 

“Alec,  Trystara,  go  to  the   Friendly  Calf  Inn   and  inform  the  mayor what’s happening. Viya and I should have the forge shut down within the hour.” Suddenly the gnome looked nervous. “And after that, the attacks will cease?” 

Alec hadn’t allowed himself to think that far ahead. “If that’s the  actual  reason  Shikasta  wants  to  destroy  the  city,  then  yes,”  he said,  thinking  it  through.  “Even  if  she’s  still  angry  with  us—which  I guess  she’d  have  reason  to  be—we  should  at  least  be  able  to bargain with her or something. We’ve got to try, in any case.” 

The  pair  headed  toward  the  elevators  to  put  their  plan  into motion. Alec and Trystara followed until they reached the spine, then the  demoness  gripped  Alec’s  shoulders  and  dropped  him  to  the lower level containing their quarters. The  Friendly  Calf  Inn   was just as  friendly  as  Alec  remembered,  though  a  crowd  of  increasingly nervous  citizens  surrounded  the  building.  Most  carried  makeshift

weapons, although a few had more traditional fare that had perhaps come from a traveling blacksmith or a battle from days gone by. 

Alec  pushed  through  the  crowd,  then  threw  the  big  double doors  leading  to  the  common  room  open.  Even  more  people  than usual filled the great room of the tavern, mostly clustered around the roaring  fire  in  the  fireplace.  Standing  behind  one  of  the  largest tables,  holding  court  and  surrounded  by  Job’s  Bet  citizens,  was Alfhild. The mayor was surrounded by guards and looked as if she’d been  there  for  some  time.  Messengers  ran  to  and  from  her  table, carrying missives across the city. 

Several people looked up as they entered, shocked looks on their faces. Alec didn’t quite understand why, until he looked down at his own clothing. His robes were stained with blood, sweat, and dead maggots—he  looked  as  if  he’d  waded  through  a  river  of  the  worm monsters  on  his  way  there.  The  crowd  instinctively  shrank  back, disgusted looks on their faces as he and Trystara pushed inward. 

Standing near Alfhild was Alison Raleigh. The blonde looked up  as  Alec  approached,  her  face  flooding  with  relief  at  the  sight  of the  young  man  and  his  familiar  alive  and  walking  upright.  She pushed  through  the  crowd,  shoving  aside  patrons  too  frozen  by terror or drink to move quickly. 

“Get out of the way!” Alison roared. “Important people coming through! Mayor Alfhild needs to speak to these two right away!” 

The  crowd  didn’t  need  to  be  told  twice.  Already  looking askance at the mess Alec and his familiar had made of themselves, they  quickly  scooted  away  to  give  Alec  and  his  demoness  some room. Not satisfied with their pace, Alison Raleigh grabbed Alec and hauled him across the tavern floor toward Alfhild’s table. 

“Your  woman  is  worried   sick,”  Alison  said  reproachfully, stomping across the wooden floor. “We’ve all thought you and your familiar got yourself poisoned again by those maggot monsters. That you were dead in a ditch somewhere, and we’d never get to see you again—” 

Alec stopped her. “Alison, I need to talk to Alfhild right now. 

It’s  important—the  city  is  going  to  be  destroyed  unless  we  do something right away.” 

Alison  stared  at  him  as  if  he’d  grown  a  second  head.  “You think  I  don’t  know  that?  There’s  incursions  on  nearly  every  level  of the  Nightside.  The  damned  things  aren’t  as  mindless  as  we  all thought. They’ve been  biding their time,  waiting so they can strike all at  once.  Maimonides  and  Viya  are  out  there  fighting  them.  Eleira would  have  joined  them,  but  I  ordered  her  and  Firemane  upstairs while the authorities hunted for you.” 

“I’m  here  now,”  Alec  said,  feeling  more  than  a  little  guilty  to have worried his beloved so. “And we saw Maimonides and Viya on the way here. That’s what I need to talk to the mayor about, actually. 

Those two might be about to save the city.” 

Alison missed a step. “Seriously? Alright, Alec—let’s get you up there, then.” 

The  group  climbed  onto  the  raised  section  of  the  common room nearest the fire. Alfhild had seen them by now, but the mayor was too busy to stop what she was doing and greet them. From the flow of couriers and the constant string of messages, Alec surmised that  the   Friendly  Calf  Inn   had  begun  functioning  as  a  sort  of makeshift  command  center,  passing  orders  around  the  city  and trying  to  keep  the  defense  of  Job’s  Bet  organized.  Considering  the chaos Alec had seen outside, that was a tall order indeed. 

“Diamondspear,”  Alfhild  finally  said,  turning  away  from  a messenger with a scroll with a sigh. “Glad to see you’ve survived the Broken’s assault. Half the rumormongers in the city are saying both you and your familiar are dead…” 

“Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated,” Alec said with a faint smile. “Listen, I know there’s not a lot of time, but I need you to be honest with me right now, Alfhild.” 

The dwarven woman’s brows furrowed together. Clearly, she didn’t  like  his  tone,  but  there  was  more  confusion  on  the  mayor’s face than any other emotion. Hearing Alec, a couple of the guards at

the  mayor’s  table  let  their  hands  stray  near  their  weapons,  just  in case the lad might be about to cause trouble. 

“Whatever  you’ve  got  to  say,  say  it,  Diamondspear,”  Alfhild replied. “I’m a little busy trying to save my city from being destroyed, if you haven’t noticed…” 

Alec  didn’t  mince  words.  “How  long  have  you  known  that what you’ve been doing here angers the deer headed woman?” 

It  was  like  he’d  set  off  a  bomb  in  the  middle  of  the  tavern. 

Pure shock showed on the dwarven mayor’s face, her skin paling to the  shade  of  fresh  cream.  The  guards  nearest  her  drew  their weapons, and people began screaming and diving behind tables as if a whole legion of worm monsters had suddenly dropped into their midst. 

“I  have  no  idea  what  you’re  talking  about,”  Alfhild  said, regaining  some  of  her  composure.  “People  always  told  me  the Diamondspears  were  insane  royalists.  Perhaps  it  was  a  mistake letting one of you come here, even if you’ve managed to ally yourself with House Raleigh—” 

“Oh,  shut up!” Alec growled. Even the guards next to Alfhild fell silent at that one. He didn’t mean to be so rude, but after fighting his way back to Job’s Bet over a mountain of monsters, the last thing he’d  expected  to  find  was  bureaucratic  incompetence  and  secret keeping. “Save your guilt for someone else, Alfhild! I’m trying to save your city, but I can’t do it if you keep lying to me! Tell me the truth!” 

Alfhild looked like she’d do no such thing. In fact, she looked about  to  order  her  guards  to  draw  on  Alec,  despite  knowing  how utterly disastrous that would be for them. Even after fighting his way through the ice caverns, Alec had more than enough natural magic left to dispatch a few of Job’s Bet’s finest. 

But  just  then,  help  arrived  in  an  unexpected  quarter.  From upstairs. 

“Tell  him  what  he  wants  to  know.”  The  voice  was  young, feminine, and full of so much righteous fury that the hair stood up on the back of Alec’s neck. He looked up at the second floor’s landing at

the same time as everyone else, seeing Eleira standing there looking like a vengeful goddess. Firemane had wrapped himself around her several times in his ribbon form, flames trickling from his scales like a tiny promise of the power the evolved familiar could wield. 

“Eleira,” Alfhild scoffed, shaking her head so that her copious braids swung like pendulums. “I expected the Diamondspear lad to be impudent, but you—” 

A spurt of flame boiled from Firemane’s open mouth. “You’ve seen the destructive power of my familiar,” the elf girl explained with a smug smile. “Trust me when I tell you, the damage the Broken plan to  do  to  your  city  is   nothing   compared  to  what  I  could  command Firemane to rain down with a snap of my fingers.” 

For a few seconds, Alfhild stared fiercely up at the girl, calling her bluff. Then something inside of her snapped, and her shoulders slumped. 

“Alright,”  the  dwarf  said,  turning  to  one  of  her  associates. 

“Take  over  for  me  for  a  few  minutes.  Try  not  to  lose  the  whole  city while I’m gone.” Then she made her way to the steps, gesturing for Alec and Trystara to follow her. “Well? Come along! I’m not going to do this out here with everyone watching.” 

As Alec reached the top of the stairs, he realized Alfhild had chosen  to  make  Eleira’s  room  their  temporary  meeting  place.  The chambers were small but homey, and Eleira’s long stay meant there were  more  than  a  few  pieces  of  clothing  and  bits  of  makeup scattered  about  everywhere.  Alfhild  didn’t  seem  to  mind—in  fact, Alec didn’t think she noticed. She was too busy. 

No  guards  accompanied  the  mayor  into  their  private  room. 

For  a  second  Alec  wondered  why,  then  realized  even  the  entire group  would  have  been  useless.  Alfhild  had  put  herself  in  the presence  of  two  powerful  mages  with  souped-up  familiars.  Should Alec  and  Eleira  decide  to  turn  on  her,  not  even  an  entire  legion  of guards would be able to stop them. 

As soon as the door to the room was shut, Eleira whirled on Alfhild. “Talk,” the elf girl said, keeping her bravado. 

Alfhild  didn’t  look  happy  to  be  confessing,  but  under  the circumstances she had little choice. “She first came to me a year and a half ago,” the dwarvish woman said, her eyes going glassy at the memory.  “At  first,  I  thought  it  had  to  be  some  illusion,  or  magical trickery. Everyone in my offices fell asleep—but their eyes remained open,  staring  at  me  as  the  creature  entered  my  chambers.  My guards,  the  wards  placed  on  Job’s  Bet’s  administrative  buildings, none of these could aid me. The creature walked through them as if they weren’t even there.” 

Alec shuddered. “Something very similar happened to us on the  way  here,”  he  told  the  mayor.  “Her  name  is  Shikasta.  She’s  a kind of local legend—according to her, she was here before the other spirits  and  inhabitants  of  the  Haunted  Isle.  A  kind  of  avatar  of  the land itself.” 

“I  don’t  know  about  any   local  legend,”  Alfhild  huffed.  “More likely than not the story she told you is a load of garbage. She’s just another wicked spirit, albeit a more powerful one than most.” 

“We  could  spend  the  rest  of  the  time  we’ve  got  left  arguing about it, or we could get results,” Alec said, not wanting to press the point. “I’m guessing she warned you about Alteration Magic.” 

Alfhild nodded. “Aye. She told me this place was  her  island, and  that  she  abhorred  the  practice.  Something  about  it  doing physical  harm  to  her—as  if  someone  casting  a  spell  on  a  familiar miles  away  could  affect  a  creature  like  that!  More  like  she  doesn’t want  our  city  to  succeed,  to  thrive  below  the  ground  where   she believes she has the right to rule.” 

Eleira  was  aghast.  “You  knew,”  the  elf  girl  said,  the  words falling  like  stones  from  her  lips.  “All  this  time,  you   knew   Alteration Magic was angering an ancient spirit, and you did nothing to stop it from spreading.” 

If Eleira had expected contrition from the mayor of Job’s Bet, she was to be sorely disappointed. Alfhild snorted, shaking her head like she found the elf girl’s statement hopelessly naive. “Of course I

didn’t! Some antlered shrew isn’t about to tell the citizens of this city how to mind their own business!” 

“But the worm attacks,” Alec said, stepping into the fray. “The monsters  from  the  deep.  Surely  you  see  the  connection  between them and Shikasta?” 

Now Alfhild looked more thoughtful. “Aye,” she said, her gaze traveling  not  to  Alec  or  Eleira  but  directly  between  them.  Alison Raleigh  stood  in  front  of  the  room’s  only  door,  giving  the  dwarven mayor  a  strange  expression.  “I  even  spoke  with  my  counsellors about it a time or two. But Job’s Bet is too important to the war effort. 

We  needed  to  keep  commerce  flowing,  to  sell  the  secrets  of Alteration Magic to those who could use it against the noble houses. 

And they needed it for their secret missions…” 

“They?” Eleira’s brows furrowed together. “Who’s they?” 

“Ask your friend the Princess,” Alfhild said darkly, pointing a finger  at  Alison.  “She  should  know  all  about  it,  or  she’s  even  more naive than I thought…” 

Alec  and  Eleira  turned  as  one  toward  Alison.  The  blonde sputtered,  her  eyes  wide  and  her  fingers  wrapped  around  the polished knob of the bedroom door. 

“Th-that’s  impossible,”  Alison  said,  looking  shocked.  “The Inscribers wouldn’t have... my  parents  wouldn’t have risked it!” 

“The  Inscribers  would  risk  anything  for  their  revolution,” 

Alfhild said, sounding strangely sad. “Even their  own daughter. ” 

The words hit Alison Raleigh like a bolt of lightning. “You lie!” 

she  growled,  fury  spreading  like  a  dark  cloud  over  her  face.  “My parents  want  to  bring  magic  to  the  common  people!  They  want  to free  us  from  the  dominion  of  the  noble  houses  and  return  the Archon’s power where it belongs!” 

“Alison!” Eleira looked startled. “Please, she’s not saying that. 

We need to calm down and come up with a plan—” 

But  Alison  wasn’t  hearing  it.  “Take  it  back!”  she  cried, sounding  on  the  verge  of  tears.  “I   volunteered   for  my  missions, 

Alfhild! I’m not some administrator who sits back and lets others do their dirty work while taking all the credit!” 

“Never  said  you  were,  lass,”  the  dwarf  said  gruffly.  “But  do you   really   think  your  parents  would  have  been  peachy  keen  with letting you stay on the Haunted Isle?” 

Alison didn’t have a response to that. To Alec’s surprise, she looked as if she might actually strike the mayor of the city, but before she could, there came a knock at the door. 

Alfhild  cleared  her  throat.  “I  said  we  were  not  to  be disturbed!” 

Someone  on  the  other  side  of  the  door  kicked  it.  The  lock snapped,  and  as  the  door  swung  open,  Alec  saw  a  trio  of  short, stocky figures standing in the doorway. All three were armed to the teeth—and a moment later, Alec realized he  knew  the trio. 

They  had  accompanied  them  to  the  very  city  they  were staying in. The dwarves Rex, Flargan, and Dingle, who Alec hadn’t seen since his sojourn beneath the waterfall. 

“Diamondspear!” the dwarf known as Flargan roared, looking to be in a full-on panic. “Come quickly! Your friends are in trouble!” 

Chapter 16







Alec ran through the streets of Job’s Bet. 

Behind him marched the dwarves Rex, Flargan, and Dingle, struggling to keep up the pace. Beside him was his beloved, Eleira, her familiar Firemane by her side. On his other side raced Trystara, her arms and legs wrapped in icy tendrils that infused the Element of Ice  within  her  already  powerful  frame.  They’d  left  Alfhild  to  the Friendly Calf Inn,  to guide the rest of the city’s defenses along with Alison Raleigh. 

Not  that  it  needed  them.  Flargan’s  warning  had  been  like grabbing the table of a card game mid-bet and flipping it over. 

“All  the  worm  monsters  are  retreating,”  the  dwarf  had explained  as  Alec  and  his  friends  stared  at  the  remains  of  his bedroom  door.  “Save  for  the  ones  near  the  lowest  levels!  They’re attacking  Maimonides  and  Mistress  Viya—they’ve  trapped  them down on the bottom floor, right next to the boilers!” 

Alec  and  company  had  taken  off  in  a  dead  run  after  that. 

There was no doubt about what was going on—Shikasta had sensed Maimonides  and  Viya’s  mission  to  shut  down  the  forge  of  the Alterers. She’d decided to strike with all her might to stop them. 

Only  it  didn’t  make  any  sense!  The  deer  headed  woman wanted the city to  cease  using the magic that caused her so much pain. So why would she seek to destroy those who were on the cusp of achieving the goals she’d kept in sight for so long? 

Alec had no time to think about it. He and Eleira reached the great  curved  thoroughfare  surrounding  the  metal  spine  of  the paternoster and its endlessly churning elevator. Both of them leaped down  the  channel  without  a  thought,  trusting  their  familiars  to  keep them safe. 

As Alec fell, Trystara dug her claws gently into his shoulders. 

Her touch hurt slightly more than usual, amplified by the tremendous sensation  of  cold  escaping  her  limbs.  He  truly   had   imbued  his familiar  with  an  incredible  deal  of  power—so  much  so  that  it constantly blew him away. Trystara could likely freeze the entire city if given leave to do so. How could any enemy stand before that? 

Next  to  him,  Eleira  smiled  and  outstretched  her  hands  as Firemane wrapped itself around her body. The dragon bent itself to her like a broomstick to a witch, giving her a ride down the vertical passageway  toward  the  lowest  level  of  the  city’s  Nightside.  Far below,  the  boilers  that  heated  the  city  burned  endlessly—and attached  to  them  was  the  forge  of  the  Alterers,  where  Maimonides and Viya had gone to save the city. 

The  sound  of  cheers  reached  Alec’s  ears  as  he  fell. 

 Apparently,  he  thought,  glancing  up  as  he  fell  past  the  residential level,  some people think the city’s been saved already. 

He  understood  why.  Grateful  people  thronged  the  streets, smashing the few worm monsters left on the upper levels into piles of goo. The creatures had retreated in a single mass, leaving those nearest  the  surface  to  believe  they’d  somehow  won  the  day. 

Celebrations  had  sprung  up  on  every  street  corner,  with  taverns opening  their  doors  to  all  and  vendors  passing  out  free  food  and drinks. 

The good cheer failed to warm Alec’s heart.  If we don’t stop those  monsters  down  below,  these  people  will  be  caught  totally unprepared,  he  thought.  The  worm  monsters  will  cut  through  them like a hot knife through butter…

Just  then,  he  reached  the  lowest  level.  Trystara  turned  her graceful  dive  into  a  banked  turn,  shooting  down  the  most subterranean  part  of  the  city’s  main  avenue.  Eleira’s  own  familiar managed the transition with no less grace, matching the demoness stride for stride. Ahead of them, the great narrow bulk of the Alterers’

forge  loomed,  the  longhalls  on  either  side  glowing  like  miniature furnaces as they approached. 

A sea of white surrounded the entrance. Alec’s face fell. 

“There are so many…” he muttered, his shock deepening. 

Shikasta  had  moved  every  worm  creature  in  the  city  to  this one  spot,  piling  up  worms  on  top  of  worms  on  top  of  worms.  It reminded Alec of the village surrounding the Archon Temple after a blizzard,  only  instead  of  the  two  feet  of  snow  he  recalled  from  his youth, it was a solid mass of writhing worm creatures. 

“Don’t  worry,  Master,”  Trystara  assured  him,  something vicious in her tone. “It just means we’ll have to rip more of the foul creatures apart!” 

By  the  Archon—she  sounded   excited   to  be  destroying  the things. Alec supposed he should be glad the creatures weren’t full of spiders rather than maggots—otherwise Trystara would be as big as a house. 

Trystara  dropped  Alec  to  the  street  a  block  away  from  the forge. This close, the wall of maggot creatures stood nearly six feet tall, in twos and threes like rows of furniture ready to be finished and sold.  Eleira’s  own  familiar  did  the  same,  arcing  into  the  air  and transforming  after  dropping  her  off.  Plates  of  armor  erupted  across the dragon’s skin, imbued with the Element of Metal. 

The  wave  of  worm  creatures  certainly  noticed  their  arrival. 

The  swarm  surged  forward,  tens  of  thousands  of  gurgling,  broken voices  chorusing  in  dissonant  harmony.  Had  Alec  not  been  filling himself  to  the  brim  with  the  element  of  fire,  pulling  it  from  the  very forge of the Alterers itself, he’d have been terrified. 

Reaching over, he clasped hands with his beloved. “Are you ready for this?” he asked Eleira, worrying about her for the first time since the  Friendly Calf. “If something happened to you, I couldn’t…” 

She gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t worry,” she giggled, pulling her Leafwalker grimoire from her robes. “I’m mostly just here for  moral  support.  I’ll  stay  behind  you  and  let  the  great  Alec Diamondspear do what he does best…” 

She sounded so sweet when she said that. Alec was about to kiss  her  back,  when  suddenly  the  sound  of  breaking  glass  echoed

above the babbling brook of the worm monsters. Someone had just broken  a  window  near  the  top  of  the  Alterers’  headquarters—

someone with midnight black skin and thick glasses. 

“Alec!”  Viya  cupped  her  hands  around  her  glossy  mouth, projecting her voice as far as it could reach. “They’ve taken the lower levels of the building! Maimonides and I are trapped up here! They’re coming!” 

Alec glowed with power. “Help is on the way!” he yelled back, wading toward the wave of pale-faced grub monsters. This time, he wouldn’t let them overwhelm him. He had two familiars by his side, and the most brilliant woman he’d ever known. 

No enemy could stand against him. 

Alec  pulled  the  Diamondspear  from  his  robes,  letting  it extend to its full length. The familiar battle fury tingled in his veins—

and as the anger throbbed within him, he nearly laughed. Was that recognition  in the eyes of the pale, disgusting monsters before him? 

Were  a  few  of  the  Broken  survivors  of  their  previous  encounters—

refugees  who’d  spread  the  tale  of  a  killer  of  their  kind  wielding  just such a staff? 

Alec  didn’t  know.  He  didn’t  care.  It  was  time  to  save  his friends. 

He  charged,  raising  his  voice  in  a  battle  cry  that  shook  the very foundations of the caverns. The element of fire danced across the  silver  spear,  bathing  it  and  himself  in  flames  as  he  coursed toward the wave of worm monsters like a flow of liquid lava. 

As he reached the first line, he thrust the spear forward—and a pillar of flame  exploded  from the tip. 

Dozens  of  monsters  disintegrated  instantly,  leaving  nothing but ashes behind. The rest of the worm monsters didn’t even feel the loss,  they  just  kept  on  charging  at  him,  flapping  their  too-wide mouths and making those noises that made his skin crawl. 

He  swung  again,  and  again,  cutting  the  front  line  down. 

Monsters  exploded  with  every  thrust  of  the  spear,  bursting  like overripe fruits whose inners were lined with flame. The heat and light

were  enough  to  make  the  darkened  avenue  gleam  like  it  stood beneath a noonday sun, but the creatures simply shrugged it off as if it weren’t even happening. They encircled Alec in a pincer formation, intent on cutting off his only avenue of escape. 

He laughed loud and long, summoning another pillar of flame that  nearly  cut  all  the  way  to  the  entrance  of  the  Alterers’

headquarters.  As  if  he   wanted   to  escape!  These  creatures  didn’t seem  to  understand  that  they  weren’t  trapping  Alec—he  was trapping  them. 

Switching  the  Diamondspear  from  a  two-handed  grip  to  a one-handed one, he swung the spear in a complete circle. He let go of the element of fire within the hilt as he did so, the knife-edge of the spear whistling through the air like bird song. Another two dozen of the creatures ruptured, spilling maggots across the concrete as they tumbled. 

Their fellows climbed right over top of them, as if they weren’t even  there.  Like  the  fallen  were  merely  stumbling  blocks  placed  in the path leading to the prize. 

The  worm  monsters  were  starting  to  get  very  close  to  Alec now.  Worse,  more  and  more  of  them  were  trying  to  get  not  just  to him but  past  him, toward where Eleira stood. The Leafwalker girl had been anything but idle, filling the avenue with thick tangles of vines and  brambles  to  slow  the  assault  of  the  worm  monsters—but  Alec could see that they’d soon reach his beloved. 

The thought of their fangs sinking into Eleira’s flesh, filling her body  with  their  poison,  was  completely  intolerable.  It  turned  Alec’s stomach and made him fight even harder. Where in the blazes was his backup? 

As he thought it, a black form landed behind him. 

“Sorry  I’m  late,”  Trystara  growled,  flexing  her  claws  as  she stood back-to-back with her Master. “Had a quick errand to take care of for the gnome and his dark elf girlfriend…” 

At Trystara’s words, Alec glanced at the broken window Viya had  shattered  in  the  Alterers’  headquarters.  Ice  covered  the  spot

where the wall had been left open to the elements—and now formed a thick band around the upper level of the headquarters, separating Maimonides  and  Viya  from  the  worm  monsters  trying  to  make  their way to the upper deck and destroy them. 

His familiar had just bought them time. The time they needed to turn back the tide of monsters. 

Alec,  however,  had  something  different  on  his  mind.  “His girlfriend? Have they really hit it off that well already?” 

“Oh,  you  know!”  Trystara  brought  down  both  claws  in  a sweeping motion, ripping apart a pair of worm monsters who tried to close  the  distance  between  themselves  and  the  familiar. 

“Maimonides  is  an  incorrigible  flirt,  but  that  dark  elf  knows  exactly what  she’s  dealing  with.  I  have  very  little  doubt  she’ll  have  him walking down the aisle in short order, no matter how much he claims to be a lifelong bachelor…” 

Alec  swung  the  Diamondspear  through  the  head  of  an attacking  worm  creature,  removing  the  creature’s  skull  along  with both of its hands. No sooner had it fallen than a half-dozen more of its fellows filled the gap, snuffling and snarling. 

“Good  for  him!”  Alec  shouted,  firing  another  pillar  of  flame down the avenue. “Everyone needs someone to love!” 

There wasn’t much love on that street as Alec and his familiar fought. Both were soon covered in blood and the remains of grubs, but the creatures continued coming as if completely undaunted. The tide  around  the  Alterers’  headquarters  finally  began  to  ebb  as  the greater part of the monsters turned from their objective, seeing and moving toward the two fighters in their midst. 

That  was  the  Broken’s  greatest  mistake.  The  moment  they left  space  between  their  mass  and  the  front  gate  of  the  Alterers’

forge, a wave of pure flame filled the street. 

Firemane soared across the thoroughfare, his metallic armor gleaming in the bright lights. The armored tail Alec had so admired after  seeing  the  dragon’s  transformation  flashed  like  the  world’s largest whip, sending dozens of worm monsters flying through the air

like  ragdolls  with  every  blow.  They  landed  against  the  fronts  of buildings,  pinged   off  the  high,  cavernous  ceiling—everywhere  they could land, they did, and usually in an explosion of gore. 

“There’s  my  baby!”  Eleira  howled,  laughing  over  the  sounds of chaos and carnage. “I was wondering when Firemane was going to join the fight!” 

Together,  the  trio  rained  down  magics  unseen  for  centuries on  the  army  of  worms.  Alec’s  flames,  the  dragon’s  swings  and metallic  charges,  the  demoness’s  rage  and  walls  of  ice—they cleared  away  hundreds  of  the  creatures  with  each  blow,  freezing them and burning them and ripping them to shreds. 

Alec  lost  track  of  time  within  the  writhing  mass.  Jaws snapped at his flesh, but the Bloodcloak around his shoulders kept him  safe  from  the  monster’s  poison.  Every  time  they  got  close enough to strike, it hissed around him and sent him sailing down the street to a safe space, ready to mount another attack. The creatures never gave up, however, even as their numbers finally began to thin after what felt like an eternity. 

Finally, there came a moment where Alec turned to fight an enemy  and  found  none.  Maggots  covered  the  empty  street,  along with shreds of flesh where the final wave of the worm monsters had been  torn  to  bits.  Grimacing,  Trystara  charged  up  her  wings  and washed  the  whole  wretched  pile  of  leavings  toward  an  open  boiler, using her power to blow the offal right into the flames. 

“I can’t believe it,” Alec said, looking down at his hands. They faintly  trembled  where  they  held  the  Diamondspear,  blood  that wasn’t  his  dripping  from  his  fingers.  “We  beat  them.  There  was  an end to their army after all…” 

The  barrier  of  brambles  split  apart.  Eleira  walked  through, looking very much unlike Alec and the two familiars. The elf girl had hardly  a  hair  out  of  place  and  looked  completely  unruffled  as  she strode toward the Alterers’ forge. 

“You  did  it,”  she  said,  beaming  at  Alec.  “Now  come  on—

we’ve  got  to  shut  down  the  forge  before  that  deer  headed  woman

mounts  a  second  attack.  Though  why  she’d  want  to  stop  us  from helping her, I have no idea…” 

Alec  didn’t  know  either,  but  he  wasn’t  about  to  sit  around considering it. More of those fiends could spill from the cracks in the cavern  walls  at  any  moment.  They  needed  to  shut  down  the  forge and end this, once and for all. 

Just  inside  the  building,  Alec  found  Maimonides  and  Viya kicking at the wall of ice Trystara had conjured. A quick strike from the  Diamondspear  (infused  with  a  bit  of  fire)  slashed  through  the thick  barrier,  freeing  both  gnome  and  dark  elf.  They  slid  down  the melting entranceway Alec had opened, joining the group. 

Viya  looked  positively  entranced.  “That  was  the  most amazing display I’ve ever seen!” the dark elf enthused, holding onto Maimonides’s hand much tighter than a mere friend ought to. “I know Alteration  Magic  can  make  familiars  much  more  powerful  than normal,  but  still—you  fought  like  the  Archon  himself,  Alec!  Trystara and  Firemane  must  be  the  most  powerful  creatures  in  all  the kingdoms!” 

“Thanks  to  your  magic,”  Alec  said,  following  the  dark  elf further into the building. “It’s a pity we have to shut it down.” 

“Yes,  but  it’s  for  the  greater  good,”  the  dark  elf  said  firmly, striding  into  the  large  chamber  Alec  remembered  visiting  earlier.  “If this  power  comes  at  the  price  of  innocent  life,  then  no  amount  of magic  is  worth  it.  Later,  once  we’ve  safeguarded  the  city, Maimonides and I can investigate if there’s any way to replicate the effects Ru’un and I discovered without causing negative effects…” 

Maimonides  looked  like  he  was  looking  forward  to  that process very much. “I believe it’s certainly possible,” the gnome said, giving Alec a significant look. He knew that Alec’s natural magic was what had imbued Trystara with the Element of Ice, not any process invented by Viya. “Perhaps I could even remain behind here with you while Alec and the rest of the group meet with the Inscribers in their city? After all, you are such pleasant company…” 

“Oh,  Master  Maimonides!”  The  dark  elf  giggled  into  her fingers.  “Well,  if  you  insist,  I’ll  be  forced  to  accept!  In  fact,  I  simply insist  you allow me to provide you with the sort of hospitality my city is famous for!” 

 Told you,  Trystara mouthed at Alec, wiggling her eyebrows. 

Only one door remained between Alec’s party and the forge itself.  The  great  mechanism  of  Job’s  Bet  connected  itself  with  the heart of the island, within a room of metal and wires that reminded Alec  of  the  subterranean  chamber  where  Brutus  had  taught  him stealth and magical combat. Viya put her hand to the door to open it and watched as it slid to the side soundlessly, revealing a colossus of crystal machinery. 

A single figure stood between the party and the forge. 

Antlers spread from either side of her head. 

 Diamondspear,  the being known as Shikasta whispered into Alec’s skull.  Why do you continue to hurt me? 

Next  to  Alec,  Eleira  fell  to  her  knees.  Maimonides  and  Viya soon followed, completely overwhelmed by whatever messages the deer  headed  woman  beamed  into  their  heads.  Only  the  familiars, Trystara  and  Firemane,  seemed  completely  unaffected  by  the creature’s powers. 

Alec  clutched  at  his  temples,  trying  to  shrug  off  Shikasta’s influence.  “I’m  not  trying  to  hurt  you!”  he  yelled  at  the  woman,  his gaze blurring as the pain coursed through his veins. “I’m trying to do what you want!” 

He  heard  the  faintest  snicker  from  deep  within  the  deer woman.  How  could  YOU  know  what  I  want?  Were  you  here  when this  finger  of  rock  first  emerged  from  the  depths?  Did  you  see  the first seabird land upon its shores to hunt for game? Witness the first clutch  of  eggs  laid  in  the  reeds  by  a  turtle?    Were  you  here  at  the beginning of my island, Diamondspear!? 

Each word it spoke felt like poison in his veins. His grip on his weapon  faltered,  and  Alec  stumbled  forward  onto  his  knees.  The

Bloodcloak  went  mad  across  his  shoulders  and  back,  clutching  at him like it was trying its best to urge him forward. 

It wasn’t the first time his garment had had this reaction to the deer headed woman. What on earth was it trying to tell him? 

“You wanted me to stop the magic,” Alec gasped, pointing at the forge. “The Alterations. I’m trying to stop them…” 

 NO.  The single word rang like a bell in Alec’s mind, cold and clear.  I  wanted  you  to  never  touch  it.  You  do  not  understand,  Alec Diamondspear.  You  are  a  child  playing  at  the  edges  of  safety, believing he is plumbing unknown depths. Your hopes, your dreams, your pathetic war on Chaos and Baldir Diamondspear—I have seen all of these. And I care not for them. 

Alec’s  friends  writhed  along  the  floor.  He  felt  as  if  he  were soon to join them—and if that happened, he’d never be able to get back up. Shikasta would finish them off, one by one. 

A single question filled Alec’s mind, giving him the strength to speak. “Then what  do  you want?” 

In response, the deer headed woman laughed. 

And dissolved. 

Into a writhing mass of maggots. 

 I  am  that  which  was  here  from  the  beginning,  the  thing chorused  in  his  brain.  It  spoke  with  thousands  of  voices—tens  of thousands. All burbling, all guttural, all utterly horrid. Alec no longer needed  to  wonder  why  the  worm  creatures  had  all  seemed  to recognize the Diamondspear, or why they regarded the death of their fellows  with  no  more  note  than  they  would  clipped  fingernails  or toenails. 

They knew the Diamondspear because they’d seen it before. 

They  didn’t  care  about  death—because  they  were  all   one  creature. 

The  same creature. 

Shikasta. 

 The Broken. 

 When  they  touched  the  magic  that  is  my  essence,  I  was shattered,  the  being  chorused,  and  Alec  knew  all  his  effort  outside had  been  for  naught.  He  hadn’t  exterminated  a  thing.  Your  people made me broken. They broke me. 

The  pile  of  maggots  rolled  themselves  into  a  ball,  headed straight for the forge. 

 And now I will be reformed. 

Chapter 17







Alec Diamondspear screamed. 

He screamed because he’d lost—because even though he’d fought  with  everything  he  had,  using  more  power  than  had  been seen in the magical world for centuries, he’d been playing right into his  enemy’s  hands  all  along.  The  creature  known  as  Shikasta  had never  been  a  deer  headed  woman  who  sent  hordes  of  worm monsters  from  cracks  far  beneath  the  soil—she   was   those  worms, and  the  deer  headed  woman  as  well.  Each  of  the  creatures  Alec fought was but a tiny piece of a massive hivemind, a legion of horror that could never be completely erased until every constituent part of the whole had been destroyed. 

All of his plans had merely opened the door for the monster. 

As his friends writhed in pain and mental anguish next to him, Alec feebly  reached  for  the  Diamondspear  lying  on  the  concrete  next  to him,  praying  its  battle  fury  would  allow  him  to  resist  the  creature’s power. 

Shikasta, who now had revealed herself as a writhing ball of worms, moved slowly across the forge’s floor, heading steadily and surely toward the great mechanism of the forge itself in the back of the  chamber.  It  moved  with  a  herky  jerky  motion  like  nothing  else living on the face of the world, shimmering and shivering like a living bowl of jelly as it gurgled toward its destination. 

Alec  and  his  friends  were  powerless  to  resist.  But  two members  of  the  party  seemed  completely  unaffected  by  the monster’s aura. Trystara and Firemane, Alec and Eleira’s familiars. 

As the creature rolled across the floor, leaving a trail of grubs and slime, Trystara took flight. She landed between the monster and

the  machinery  smoothly,  spreading  her  icy  wings  as  if  readying herself for an embrace. 

“Not so fast,” the demoness growled, extending her claws to their  full,  vicious  length.  “You  might  be  able  to  speak  these  mere mortals  into  submission,  antler  head.  But  we  familiars  are  made  of sterner stuff!” 

The writhing ball of worms wriggled slowly, making a horrible scratching  sound  that  formed  itself  into  words.  Move  away,  those words rasped.  Move! 

“Not  happening,  bug-brain,”  Trystara  said.  “You  want  the magic? You’ve got to get through me first!” The demoness glanced at a point above and beyond Shikasta’s head. “And I brought a friend with me, too.” 

Just  then,  Firemane  arced  over  the  monster’s  head.  The dragon  had  embraced  the  full,  evolved  limit  of  his  power,  and  his scales  were  half  covered  in  thick  plates  of  shining  metallic  armor. 

Eleira’s  familiar  tossed  back  his  head  and  roared,  flames  pouring from his throat as he blocked the way to the fount of power. 

The  two  familiars  stood  side  by  side,  faintly  glowing  with power  in  the  darkness.  Alec  looked  up  weakly  from  his  position  on the  floor,  his  heart  rising  with  a  sudden  hope.  Surely  the  monster couldn’t  fight  her  way  past  both  of  his  familiars.  Even  if  she  was forced to battle her way through the pair, it would likely weaken her enough for Alec and his friends to recover and rejoin the fight. 

The  ball  of  maggots  slowly  reformed  into  the  deer  headed form of Shikasta. The horrid scratching noises that had been echoing through  the  damaged  chamber  raised  in  volume  as  the  creature regained  solid  form,  transforming  into  something  that  shocked  Alec to the core of his being. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. 

The deer headed woman was  laughing. 

 You  think  you  can  oppose  me?  She  spoke  without  moving her  lips,  the  words  beamed  into  the  heads  of  all  around  her simultaneously.  From  the  way  Eleira,  Viya,  and  Maimonides  jerked against the floor, Alec could tell they all heard exactly the same thing

inside  their  skulls  that  he  was  hearing.  You  are  wearing  my garments, creature. 

Trystara  glanced  down  at  her  leather  outfit.  “I  wasn’t  aware these belonged to you,” the demoness said with a toothy grin. “You want them? Come and take them.” 

The deer headed woman’s antlers tilted to the side.  You think to use my own powers against me? I am inside you, demoness. And inside your elf girl’s dragon as well. 

A  look  of  confusion  spread  across  Trystara’s  face.  She glanced down at the tendrils wrapped around her arms and legs as if seeing  them  for  the  first  time,  connecting  the  power  Alec  had  put inside of her with the same power animating the Alterers’ forge. 

“Wait a second—” 

Shikasta stretched out a hand.  Return. 

Both  Firemane  and  Trystara  crumpled.  The  armored  plates on the dragon’s scales and the tendrils around the demoness’s limbs glowed  a  vicious  black,  so  dark  that  they  resembled  holes  in  the dimly lit space of the forge. The same dark glow infiltrated Trystara’s eyes, dimming the red shade of her irises as she fell to her knees. 

 Fools,  the  deer  headed  woman  snickered.  You  cannot dismantle the Master’s house with the Master’s tools. Give me back my power…

“No!” Alec forced himself up onto his elbows. Even that small amount  of  movement  was  enough  to  make  him  dizzy  before  the psychic assault of Shikasta’s power. “Let them go! Stop…!” 

Shikasta  did  not  stop.  Both  familiars  writhed  in  pain  as  the black glow spread, infiltrating their bodies until it became hard to tell where  the  power  ended  and  the  flesh  of  the  familiar  began. 

Firemane  roared,  jet  black  flames  erupting  from  his  mouth  as  thick veins of obsidian power spread across his scales. 

Alec’s  eyes  widened  in  horror.  Shikasta  wasn’t  merely content to stop his and Eleira’s familiars—she was corrupting them into  foul  beasts,  turning  Trystara  into  the  very  animal  she’d  feared

being treated as for so long. Something twisted in Alec’s guts at the thought, and a sudden surge of energy entered his body. 

He  stretched  out  a  hand—and   tugged.  Grasping  for  the Element of Ice within Trystara’s body, he pulled the energy from her tendrils as quickly as he could, discharging it into one of the crystals at his belt. The tendrils around her arms and legs dissolved, cracking like old icicles in a thaw as they broke into tiny pieces. 

The  black  scrawl  retreated  from  Trystara’s  gray  flesh.  The power  left  her,  and  with  it,  Shikasta’s  influence.  The  demoness tipped to the side, drool trickling from the side of her mouth as she rested her burning cheek against the cool stone. 

The deer headed woman twisted, glaring back at Alec with a hateful gaze.  So you saved one,  she said coolly, beaming the word psychically across the forge.  Good for you. 

Trystara gasped as the last of the black scrawl left her body. 

One  leg  kicked  out  madly  against  the  stone,  her  body  just  barely holding  on.  He’d  saved  his  familiar—but  he  didn’t  have  enough strength  to  do  the  same  with  Firemane.  He  tried  all  the  same, reaching for the armored plates on the dragon’s body to rip away the Element of Metal the Alterers had given the familiar. 

Firemane reared backward and fired a beam of darkness at Alec and his friends. 

Alec’s fingertips dug into the stone beneath him. Even so, he was just barely able to hang on. Had all of the dragon’s heart been intent on hurting his former owner, instead of the torrent of confused emotions  that  roiled  within  him,  every  member  of  the  party  would have been killed on the spot. 

Instead, the dragon soared into the air, flying over Alec and his friends’ heads. Eleira cried out, stretching out a hand toward her best friend in the world, but her pleas for the familiar to stop fell on deaf  ears.  Now  a  creature  of  darkness,  the  dragon  disappeared through the door of the forge and into the night. 

“Where...  where  did  you  send  him,  you  monster?”  Eleira sounded  even  weaker  than  Alec,  but  some  of  her  strength  had

begun to return. 

 To  the  hole  in  the  bottom  of  the  world,  the  deer  headed woman  said  with  a  shrug.  Once  I  absorb  this  power,  I  shall  retreat there  and  reform  myself.  Once  I  am  fixed,  the  foundations  of  this world  shall  tremble.  Chaos.  Order.  Light.  Dark.  These  words  will mean nothing at all. 

As  Alec  watched,  the  deer-headed  woman  strode  to  the machinery.  Nothing  could  stop  her  now—every  obstacle  between herself  and  the  core  of  the  gears  had  been  stripped  away,  leaving the  lane  clear  for  her  to  absorb  the  power.  In  a  way,  it  was  almost poetic—after all, this ability had been the key to shattering her in the first  place—but  the  uses  Shikasta  would  put  that  energy  to  were perverse in the extreme. 

Streams  of  energy  flowed  from  the  forge  into  Shikasta’s outstretched  hands.  They  were  of  all  colors  simultaneously  and  no color  at  all—in  shades  that  Alec  could  only  perceive  while  he  was looking  at  them.  A  single  glance  away  made  the  memory  of  the shades dissolve, like dew upon morning grass. 

 Yes...  YES!   Shikasta’s  form  shimmered,  wavering  between woman and monster and back again.  Healed at last, at long last—

A  double-bladed  axe  swung  down,  severing  both  of Shikasta’s hands at the wrists. 

As the deer woman screamed, a short, stocky figure stepped from behind a pillar. Runic symbols coated his weapon, a match for the  dark  tattoos  covering  every  inch  of  his  exposed  skin.  Alec Diamondspear  had  seen  the  dwarf  named  Ru’un  at  home  in  his forge, secure in the knowledge of a hundred generations of heraldic elemental power. 

He’d  never  seen  this  man  at  war  before.  The  sight  of  it stunned him. 

“Begging  your  pardon,”  Ru’un  said  in  his  characteristic halting speech. “But this is  my  forge!” 

Shikasta stared down at the ruin of her hands and shrieked. 

The  severed  limbs  transformed  into  maggots  on  the  stone,  which

Ru’un deliberately stepped on as he stared the monster down. 

 My  power  doesn’t  work  on  you,  the  deer  woman  hissed, reforming  new  hands  out  of  some  of  the  maggots  comprising  her form.  You are broken in a sense too, are you not? 

Ru’un  shook  his  head.  “Not  in  the  slightest,  monster.  If  you want to touch my forge, you’ll be coming through me!” 

The deer-headed woman looked more hesitant than Alec had ever seen her. She glared down at the dwarf, as if trying to convince herself  he  was  little  more  than  an  ordinary  threat.  Energy  crackled across  her  reformed  hands,  blazing  with  those  strange  colors  Alec could only barely perceive at the edges of his vision. 

Shikasta  wove  several  strands  of  the  power  together  and thrust  it  at  the  dwarf.  Ru’un  reacted  faster  than  Alec  had  thought possible, jumping to the control panel of the forge and slamming his fingers across the runes with incredible speed. The forge flashed in complementary colors to the deer-headed woman’s, the varicolored strands arcing to the edge of his axe. 

The two flashes of magic met—and canceled each other out neatly.  The  pressure  was  literally   sucked   out  of  the  room  as  the Alteration  that  Ru’un  had  just  conjured  met  Shikasta’s  spell  and erased it. 

Smoke  poured  from  the  deer  head’s  nostrils.  Shikasta charged more power this time, flowing toward Ru’un with legs made of maggots as if she could frighten the dwarf into running away. Alec could have laughed. The man didn’t even see them—he was locked in, given to the same kind of focus Alec had seen in some of the men who  tended  the  Archon  Temple.  The  rest  of  the  cavern  could  have come crashing down around their heads and Ru’un would have kept calculating, figuring out the anti-formula to whatever Shikasta wanted to throw at his forge. 

The  next  spell  met  Ru’un’s  axe  and  simply  winked  out  of existence. 

“Seven  strands  that  time,”  the  dwarf  said  proudly.  “Had  to think about it for a second to remember how to counter wind, water, 

and metal stranded together in the Strassburg configuration.” 

 Damn you!  Alec could feel the frustration in the deer-headed woman’s words—she carried it along with each syllable like a burst of electrical current.  I will not be denied my prize! 

The  monster  tossed  spell  after  spell,  only  to  watch  as  her finest  creations  were  cancelled  out  by  Ru’un  and  his  sharply analytical  mind.  To  Alec’s  surprise,  each  vortex  of  magic  sucked away some of the glow around the forge, draining it of the Alteration Magic that Viya and her team had carefully cultivated over months of experimenting  with  different  familiars.  At  the  same  time,  Shikasta’s need  for  concentration  forced  her  mental  assault  to  wane.  Alec managed to stagger to his feet, watching as Eleira and Maimonides did the same. Viya wasn’t far behind. 

It  was  so  absurd  a  casual  observer  might  have  laughed. 

Having  defeated  the  strongest  mages  of  the  current  age,  all  the deer-headed woman needed to do in order to rebuild her true form and conquer the world was defeat a single dwarf in what amounted to a simple math problem. 

And she just. Couldn’t. Do it. 

Ru’un  might  not  have  been  much  to  look  at.  But  at  that moment, he was a  lion.  The man stood alone against the end of the world, solving his formulas in the face of horror, and that made him the bravest warrior Alec had ever met. 

Shikasta  screamed  in pure frustration, tossing herself at the dwarven Alterer. The man stepped aside swiftly, swinging his axe at the thickest part of the mass of squirming maggots. Grubs flew from the main body of the monster, but the blow was far from enough to blunt Shikasta’s momentum. 

The  maggots  rolled  over  the  dwarf’s  body,  covering  him completely. 

Somehow, Alec managed to sprint. The Bloodcloak shivered across his shoulders, teleporting him over to the screaming figure of Ru’un  in  an  instant.  The  ice  he’d  stored  in  the  crystal  at  his  belt flashed across his fingertips, freezing as much of the monster as he

could stop from moving. The rest of it he kicked away, stomping the piles of grubs as he freed them from the dwarf’s body. 

By the time he was done, only a small portion of the monster remained. Ru’un’s stocky body lay covered in small wounds, and the man had fallen unconscious.  Probably better for him that way,  Alec thought,  glancing  him  up  and  down  to  make  sure  none  of  the  cuts and  bruises  were  especially  serious.  Being  covered  by  squirming monsters like that was an experience no man wanted to remember the details of particularly well. 

 You  can’t  kill  me,  Shikasta  hissed,  the  few  grubs  that remained in motion against the stone hissed into his head.  You know now that all of these creatures are me, and I am all of them. I AM this island,  Alec  Diamondspear.  And  you’ll  never  break  me  into  enough shards to make me forget that. 

“Yes,  I  will,”  he  snarled,  raking  the  Diamondspear  an  inch above  the  ground.  A  wave  of  pure  ice  cascaded  across  the  tone, flash  freezing  the  few  bits  of  Shikasta’s  body,  but  more  scuttled away, to rejoin with whatever other worms lingered elsewhere on the island. 

With that, from what Alec could tell, Shikasta was defeated. 

Behind  them,  the  forge  hummed  along,  its  power  greatly diminished but not yet destroyed. 

Eleira hugged Alec from behind, sobbing into his robes. “She took Firemane!” the elf girl cried, tears flowing freely down her face. 

“She took him, Alec, she  took  him!” 

The  image  of  the  black  dragon  flying  away,  Eleira  feebly reaching for him, was one he wouldn’t soon forget. He turned around and  embraced  Eleira,  glad  that  there  were  no  longer  any  barriers between them. She needed to be touched; to be reminded that she was among those who loved her deeply and would never let her go. 

“We’ll  get  him  back,”  Alec  murmured  against  one  of  her sharp, knife-shaped ears. “I promise you, darling. We will.” 

“I...  I  know,”  Eleira  managed  through  her  tears.  “I’m  just  so sad! He’s got to be so scared in there!” 

Alec didn’t doubt it. 

A figure stepped past him, racing for the control panel of the forge. With quick, businesslike movements, Viya pushed a series of runes along the central control console then pulled a lever near the back of the great mechanism. A great grinding noise came from the earth, and the already diminished glow around the forge faded to a warm, glistening afterglow. 

“There,” Viya said, staring into the coals of the forge’s dying fire with her dark eyes. “It’s done. We shut it down.” 

Maimonides  reached  the  platform,  his  hands  on  his  knees. 

The  gnome  panted,  exhausted  from  the  physical  and  the  mental effort of resisting the monster. “All along, this forge represented the energy that was used to break that monster’s hold on the island,” the gnome said, speaking as if to himself. “We all owe that dwarf a debt of  gratitude,  Alec.  Had  he  not  held  the  creature  off  from  absorbing the  Alteration  Magic  at  the  heart  of  the  forge...  well.  It  wouldn’t merely  have  been  Eleira’s  dragon  that  was  twisted  into  one  of Shikasta’s corrupted, evil creatures. It would have been  all  of us.” 

The  thought  had  occurred  to  Alec  as  well.  “Ru’un  stopped her. The glory is his. How is he, by the way?” 

As soon as Viya finished shutting down the forge, she’d knelt over the stocky dwarf, checking him for injuries. “He seems alright,” 

the dark elf said, glancing up at Alec with her dark eyes. “He’s just passed out, thank the Archon. We’ll get him back to the infirmary and take good care of him.” 

“Excellent,”  Alec  said,  sliding  an  arm  around  Eleira’s  waist. 

“We have to get back to the  Friendly Calf Inn  as soon as we can. But first, I need to check on my familiar.” 

Trystara  had  managed  to  get  herself  into  a  sitting  position after escaping Shikasta’s corruption. The demoness lay against one of  the  large  pillars  fringing  the  mechanism,  panting  softly  as  she watched the rest of the group work. As Alec drew close to her, she began to cry. 

“I  almost  lost  myself,”  the  demoness  whispered,  pressing against Alec as she sat next to him. His poor familiar was  terrified,  in the  manner  of  a  child  running  to  their  parent’s  bed  after  seeing  a false figure standing outside of their window. “I almost lost  me, Alec! 

I  could  feel  that  maggot  monster  digging  her  fingers  inside  of  my mind, trying to change me.” She barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “And you wonder why I don’t let myself evolve!” 

Lacking  any  other  options,  Alec  simply  hugged  his  familiar. 

Trystara managed to hold herself together for another few moments, then she collapsed utterly. The demoness sobbed into her Master’s chest, tears streaming down her cheeks as her resolve crumbled. 

Then Eleira was there, too, sobbing right along with her. Alec held  them,  letting  them  get  all  of  their  emotions  out  right  then  and there. The elf girl and the demoness held each other, each mourning what they’d lost. 

“It’s my fault,” Trystara was moaning, her bottom lip trembling as  she  struggled  to  maintain  eye  contact  with  Eleira.  “If  I’d  just evolved  in  the  first  place,  instead  of  taking  all  that  ice  magic  into myself, I’d never have gotten my insides twisted by that fiend. Then Alec would never have had to make a choice—he’d have been able to snap Firemane out of it, and then save both of us. Eleira, it’s my fault that monster took your familiar…” 

But Eleira was already shaking her head. “It’s no one’s fault but Shikasta’s,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “We have to make her pay! We’ve got to free Firemane from her awful lair!” 

“I didn’t make a choice,” Alec assured them both. “Firemane had multiple elements swirling around inside of him—fire  and  metal. I didn’t have enough time to free him from Shikasta’s influence. I only just barely managed to get to Trystara before she was consumed.” 

The thought of his demoness caged in black and obeying the whims  of  that  fiend  turned  Alec’s  stomach  sour.  He  couldn’t  even imagine  what  Eleira  had  to  be  going  through,  separated  from  her familiar in such a fashion. 

“Is... is that true?” Trystara asked. “Oh Eleira, I’m so sorry…” 

The  crying  continued  until  Alec  could  no  longer  give  the women any more leeway to mourn. “I love you both,” he said, rising to  his  feet.  He  had  to  marshal  his  own  forces  in  order  to  remain upright—the  room  swam,  and  exhaustion  threatened  to  send  him back to his knees at any moment. “But now is not the time for tears. 

We’ve  got  a  city  to  save—and  a  familiar  to  bring  back  from  the brink.” 

His  words  caught  the  interest  of  Maimonides,  who  stood along with Viya doing a few final checks on the forge while the dark elf bandaged Ru’un up to the best of her ability. 

“I do believe we’ve just saved the city, lad,” the gnome said, a bit  of  confusion  in  his  tone.  “The  army  of  the  worm  monsters  has been defeated, and their queen just expired beneath your boot and your spear. I fail to see how that monster will be able to threaten the good people of Job’s Bet anytime soon…” 

Alec  was  already  shaking  his  head.  “We  haven’t  destroyed anything,”  he  explained.  “Every  bit  of  that  army   is   her.  She’s  all  of them,  and  none  of  them  at  once.  It’s  the  crack  in  the  Earth, Maimonides. It’s  always  been that crack.” 

The gnome’s eyebrow rose. “Come again?” 

“She  retreated  to  her  lair,”  Alec  said,  glancing  back  toward the spine of the city. “And she took Firemane with her. It won’t take her  long  to  finish  whatever  plans  she  has  for  Eleira’s  familiar—and once she’s done, she’ll attack the island in force. The Haunted Isle will only be the beginning. And what do you think will happen if His Majesty’s  Royal  Sky  Watch  sees  the  Leafwalker  familiar  attacking kingdom airships?” 

The gnome began to nod. “All the terrible things Dean Wolfe and the forces of Chaos have been saying about us will appear to be true,” Maimonides said gravely. “Good heavens!” 

“Let’s  get  back  to  the   Friendly  Calf  Inn,”  Alec  said,  taking charge of the group. “This isn’t over yet. Not by a longshot.” 

He  was  going  to  need  to  take  another  look  at  that  special map  of  Alfhild’s.  They  needed  to  find  Firemane  in  order  to  save

Eleira’s  familiar—and  to  do  that,  they  were  going  to  need  to  head into the belly of the beast... 

Chapter 18







As  Alec  and  the  rest  of  his  group  ascended  along  the elevator’s  path,  they  were  greeted  on  every  level  of  Job’s  Bet  by cheers. 

The  people  of  the  city  had  come  out  as  soon  as  the  worm monsters retreated, celebrating while Alec, Eleira, and their familiars defended  the  forge  from  Shikasta  far  below.  Some  of  them  had  no doubt heard the rumbling in the lower levels and realized something serious  was  still  going  on  deep  in  the  Nightside,  but  most  of  them hadn’t  ceased  celebrating.  And  now,  with  Alec  and  his  party returning  to  the  topmost  level  in  one  piece,  the  party  grew  to unprecedented  levels.  They  were  the  heroes  of  the  day,  and  it seemed that every citizen of Job’s Bet wanted to toast them on their way back to the inn. 

“Hail  Alec  Diamondspear!  Hail  Eleira  Leafwalker!  Hail Maimonides the Shadebringer!” 

The  chanting  followed  them  all  the  way  back  up  to  the residential district, echoed by hundreds of voices.  These people truly think  they’re  safe,  Alec  thought  to  himself  darkly,  holding  onto  his beloved as they ascended. Eleira still looked on the verge of tears, her  sadness  untouched  by  the  cheers  and  smiles  on  the  faces surrounding  them.  They  have  no  idea  they’ve  only  won  the  battle. 

 They still may yet lose the war…

By the time they reached the  Friendly Calf Inn, the place had been overrun. Crowds spilled out into the streets, drunk and joyous as  they  celebrated  the  great  victory  over  the  worm  monsters  and their fell attacks. Alec and his friends managed to smile back at the residents, but it was difficult to hide how troubled their hearts felt at the sight of so many open, undefended people. If Shikasta were to

redouble  her  attacks  now,  the  populace  would  be  completely helpless. 

Could she? Alec wondered. Normally, he would have thought the creature born of the Haunted Isle to be nearly powerless, having had  so  many  of  the  monsters  that  comprised  her  hivemind slaughtered  by  Alec  and  his  friends.  But  the  fact  that  Shikasta  had seized  Firemane  threw  all  of  that  into  doubt.  The  familiar  could conquer  all  the  Nightside  by  himself—the  deer-headed  woman wouldn’t need to lift a finger in order to enslave the residents of the city. 

Alfhild  appeared  to  have  given  into  the  atmosphere  of frivolity. The dwarven mayor of the city sat surrounded by courtiers, at  a  table  higher  than  the  others  set  just  to  the  side  of  the  blazing bonfire  in  the  fireplace.  A  warm  glow  suffused  the  dwarf’s  cheeks that had little to do with the fire, and far more to do with the copious amounts of ale flowing through the building. As Alec approached the spot where she held court, the woman rose from her chair and threw her arms around Alec with a great cry. 

“Alec  Diamondspear!  The  savior  of  our  city!”  The  dwarf woman’s  hands  clutched  at  him,  hugging  him  tightly—and  making sure  that  everyone  in  the  tavern  saw  the  two  of  them  together.  “I knew I could put my faith in you, my boy! You’ve saved Job’s Bet and made  this  place  safe!  Don’t  think  I’ve  forgotten  about  our arrangement, either! Safe passage to the city of the Inscribers!” 

Alec  hadn’t  thought  of  the  Inscribers  in  so  long  that  the mention of Alison Raleigh’s hidden city made him do a double take. 

“Our  job  isn’t  finished,”  Alec  whispered,  trying  to  keep  his voice down to hide his words from the rest of the tavern. “We need to go to your office, Alfhild. Before the news spreads through the rest of the town.” 

“What  news?”  The  dwarven  woman  was  the  exact  opposite of  discreet.  The  atmosphere  in  the  city  had  made  everyone boisterous  and  open,  speaking  louder  than  was  strictly  necessary. 

“You  killed  the  monster!  Sure,  you  had  to  shut  the  forge  down  in

order  to  trick  her  out  into  the  open,  but  we  can  restart  that  some other time. The important thing is that everyone is alright!” 

“Ru’un  is  injured,”  Viya  said,  cutting  through  the  joyous nature of the gathering. “We’ve transferred him to the infirmary—he stood alone against the creature, Alfhild. That man saved not just the city tonight but perhaps the entire world as well.” 

“Capital!” Alfhild hiccupped—clearly the dwarven woman had imbibed far more than was normal for her. “We’ll give him the keys to the city! No, a  medal! ” 

“Alfhild,” Alec hissed, trying not to attract the attention of the celebrating  citizens  in  the  common  room.  Too  many  of  them  were beginning  to  notice  something  out  of  place—that  the  conquering heroes were nowhere near as jolly as they ought to have been to be coming back home in victory. “I need your map.  Now.” 

A  sober  look  cut  through  the  dwarven  woman’s  face.  “Very well. Come with me.” 

Alfhild  insisted  on  leaving  her  guards  behind.  According  to her,  there  was  no  longer  any  danger  in  the  city—and  anyway,  with Alec Diamondspear and the rest of his entourage with her, there was certain  to  be  nothing  in  Job’s  Bet  capable  of  harming  her.  Before they left, there remained one other thing for Alec to do: to switch out one member of his party for another. 

He needed to find Alison Raleigh—and convince Trystara to sit out for a bit. 

Alec went upstairs to check out their rooms and found Alison staring out the window of her room, clutching her slender grimoire to her  chest  as  she  watched  a  celebration  out  in  the  street.  For  a moment, the blonde’s eyes filled with hope and relief at the sight of Alec—then she saw the look in his eyes and became sober. 

“It’s  not  over,  is  it?”  she  asked,  the  corner  of  her  mouth curving  downward  in  a  frown.  “Everyone’s  partying  like  we’ve defeated  the  forces  of  Chaos  themselves,  and  the  grimoires  of  the noble houses have been copied and given to every schoolchild. But it’s a trick, isn’t it? Shikasta lives?” 

Alec  nodded.  “She’s  not  the  deer-headed  woman  at  all,”  he explained. “That’s merely how she chooses to appear to those with which  she  wants  to  bargain.”  Quickly,  Alec  explained  what  he’d discovered  about  Shikasta  and  her  hivemind  to  the  daughter  of House Raleigh. As he recounted the events that had taken place in the  forge,  a  horrified  expression  settled  on  her  face.  When  he reached the part about Firemane, she gasped audibly. 

“She didn’t!” the blonde groaned, as if she hoped it wouldn’t be true. As if Alec would joke about a thing like that. “Oh, poor Eleira must be beside herself with worry! How dare a monster like that steal her familiar right out from underneath of her!” 

Alec  couldn’t  agree  more.  “I  need  your  help,”  he  told  her. 

Briefly he explained the bones of his plan. He’d been thinking about it ever since he descended to the lowest level of the Nightside, and now he felt just about ready to put it into action. 

“Of  course,  I’m  with  you,”  Alison  assured  him.  She  went downstairs to prepare with the rest of his party. 

Convincing  Trystara  to  stay  put  turned  out  to  be  the  much harder  of  the  two  tasks.  As  soon  as  he  got  the  demoness  alone  in his chambers and explained what he wanted, she looked as if she’d swallowed an entire lemon grove. 

“You can’t leave me here!” the demoness protested. “This is all  my  fault,  Alec!  Firemane  wouldn’t  be  in  this  predicament  if  it weren’t  for  me!  If  I’d  just  accepted  my  fate  as  your  familiar,  we’d never have been caught flat-footed by that antler wearing monster!” 

Alec shook his head. “None of this is on you,” he tried to say, but Trystara wasn’t having any of it. 

“You  wanted  to  know  why  I  don’t  want  to  evolve?”  Trystara rose  to  her  full  height  and  walked  to  the  window  and  began nervously  tapping  the  sill  with  her  long,  black-tipped  nails.  The  yeti claws she’d sported had faded along with the rest of her ice powers, leaving  her  pretty  much  the  same  demoness  she’d  been  the  day Alec  had  convinced  her  to  leave  her  dungeon  and  join  him  as  his familiar. “Why I’ve been so freaked out about the whole thing?” 

Alec  felt  as  if  he  didn’t  truly  have  the  time  to  give  this conversation the attention it deserved—then realized that if he didn’t have  time  for   this,  he  didn’t  have  time  for  anything.  His  familiar needed him, the look on her face made it obvious. 

“I  have  often wondered,” he admitted, sitting at the foot of his bed.  His  relaxed  posture  made  Trystara  relax,  and  soon  the demoness was perched near his pillows like a strange kind of home decor  gargoyle.  Alec  had  often  noticed  that  acting  the  way  you wished  people  would  act  around  them  tended  to  have  a  subtle mental  effect  on  them—nothing  like  Shikasta’s  psychic  attacks,  of course, but sometimes enough to sway a suggestible person. 

“You  must  think  I’m  insane,”  the  demoness  whispered, stretching  out  across  the  mattress.  “After  all,  I  literally  watched Firemane go through his evolution, and he’d never been happier or healthier than that day at the beast stable with Olivia Pawmaw. If that dragon could cry, he’d have been raining tears of joy down on all of us as he flew.” 

Alec  could  remember  that  afternoon  as  if  it  had  been yesterday. Watching Firemane ascend to his evolved form had been a once in a lifetime experience. He’d have been lying if he’d said he wasn’t  equally  looking  forward  to  seeing  what  Trystara  could  do  at her full potential. 

“That was a happy day,” he said, giving no sign of his stress to his familiar. He truly made Trystara feel like they had all the time in the world to just sit and chat. “Why don’t you want to repeat it?” 

Trystara  shuddered.  “Because  it  wouldn’t   be   a  repeat,”  she explained,  a  pained  expression  stretching  across  her  face.  “I’m  not like  most  familiars  in  the  Royal  Academy,  Alec—I  can  talk.  I  can think. I can read and write. I’m far more like a person than Firemane, or  Abraxas,  or  Jolenta’s  great  big  spider  Voynamir.  Now  I’m  not saying  those  women  don’t   care  about  their  familiars  the  same  way you  do  about  me,  mind  you.  But  listen  to  the  way  Eleira  speaks about Firemane when he’s around. It’s a little bit like listening to a girl talk about her pet, isn’t it?” 

“It  isn’t  meant  to  be  demeaning,”  Alec  said  mildly.  “If  that’s what you’re worried about…” 

“No,” Trystara said, making him feel as if he were missing the point. “It’s just that—you care about me in a different way than they do. They treat their familiars like  pets,  you treat yours like... well, like a sister.” She scooted a bit closer, a strange look on her face. “And that’s really how I feel sometimes, Alec. Truly.” 

“Then whatever is the matter?” Alec asked. 

For several moments, Trystara didn’t reply. “I feel that were I to  evolve,  I  might  not   be   the  same  person  I’d  been  before  the evolution,” she finally admitted. “No more than a person can be said to truly be the same when they reach adulthood. Alec Diamondspear at nine years old and Alec Diamondspear now could not be said to have very much in common.” 

Alec stared at Trystara as if she’d grown a third arm.  That’s what his familiar had been so worried about all this time? Losing her identity—her sense of self—because of an evolution? 

“But  Trystara,”  Alec  said,  laughing.  “That’s  absurd!  You’ll always be my family, no matter what!” 

“I know that,” the demoness said, gazing out the window. As if to underscore her point, a group of children came running by the square  of  street  illuminated  from  the  high  landing,  carrying  sweets and kicking a ball between them. “And when you figured out how to imbue  me  with  the  elements  of  magic,  the  way  the  Alterers  do,  I really  thought  I’d  found  a  way  around  the  whole  conundrum.  But there  is  no way around it, is there? I either have to change or die.” 

“What!?”  Alec  couldn’t  believe  what  he  was  hearing.  “You don’t have to die, Trystara. No one is going to make you do anything you don’t want to do.” 

Trystara  looked  at  Alec—really   looked   at  him.  The penetrating nature of the demoness’s gaze made Alec feel suddenly naked  before  her,  as  if  he’d  accidentally  gone  to  class  without  any clothes  on  during  the  day  of  an  important  test.  He  blushed  and looked away. 

“Alec,  you’re  the  heir  of  House  Diamondspear,”  the demoness  whispered.  “Even  more  so  than  that,  you  have  the Archon’s own powers—the ability to do natural magic, without the aid of a grimoire. You’re going to save the world one day, you know that? 

 I’ve   known  that—known  it  even  before  we  made  it  to  the  Royal Academy. You’re a very, very important person. And because of that, you need to  surround  yourself with important people.” 

“Trystara,” Alec said, something like hurt in his tone. “You’ve never talked like this before.” 

“No, no, listen to me,” the demoness pleaded. “You’ve done such a good job so far. Eleira is a wonderful woman, and she’ll make a  delightful  wife.  She’s  a  perfect  match  for  you—powerful,  brilliant, the heir to a good magical dynasty. Your other friends are great, too. 

But you’ve got a problem with your familiar.” 

“I do not,” Alec countered. 

The  demoness  raised  a  hand,  as  if  waving  away  his rejoinder.  “You  need  to  surround  yourself  with  the  most  powerful people,”  she  said,  not  sounding  sorry  for  herself  in  the  least.  “The most  powerful  familiars.  Ones  who  can  one  day  evolve  to  the  very limits  of  their  ability—like  Firemane.  If  I’m  not  willing  to  go  all  the way,  to  become  as  powerful  as  I  could  possibly  be,  then  I  don’t deserve to be part of your team. What if my weakness becomes the difference between you triumphing over the forces of Chaos and you being defeated? Alec, I could never live with myself if that happened

—” 

Alec  could  stand  it  no  more.  “Trystara,  please   be quiet,”  he commanded. 

The  demoness’s  mouth  snapped  shut.  It  was  a  little-known fact that it was difficult for a familiar to reject a direct command from its  Master—Trystara   could,  of  course,  but  being  caught  off  guard robbed her of the executive function she’d normally have needed in order to resist his order to stop talking. So her mouth snapped shut like the blade of a guillotine. 

“Please,  let  me  speak,”  Alec  said,  holding  up  his  hands  to forestall any other clever remarks. “First of all, Firemane is currently in the hands of our enemy. His power doesn’t help me a bit, because it belongs to someone who’s going to be using it against me. And to think that you might be the dividing line between victory and defeat—

don’t you think that’s thinking a little highly of yourself, demoness?” 

Trystara  let  out  a  surprised  giggle.  “You  so  rarely  call  me that,” she said, giving him a smirk. 

“I rarely need to,” Alec countered. “I’m not getting rid of you, Trystara.  It’s  simply  not  going  to  happen.  You’re  part  of  my  family, and  you’re  fine  just  the  way  you  are.  Evolved  or  not.”  He  stood, striding  to  the  door  of  his  bedroom.  “But  what  you   are,  is  utterly exhausted. You’re no good to anyone right now, so you’d better just rest up. I won’t risk you getting hurt out there because I’ve made you push yourself too hard.” 

Trystara  understood,  but  her  eyes  grew  sad  all  the  same. 

“Alright,” the demoness said, snuggling beneath the covers. “But I’m going  to  be  praying  for  you  the  whole  time,  Alec  Diamondspear. 

Even you can’t stop me from doing that.” 

Alec  was  halfway  up  the  elevator  to  Alfhild’s  quarters  when he  finally  thought  to  ask  himself  the  obvious  question:  who  in  the world would Trystara be praying to? 

Chapter 19







“You’re certain that this is the one?” 

Alec  stood  before  a  large  rent  in  the  cavern  wall,  holding Alfhild’s large vellum map before him like a flag. The mayor of Job’s Bet  had  only  given  Alec  the  use  of  her  special  cave  map  after considerable  arm  twisting—not  to  mention  the  implied  threat  of telling the city she’d known all along about the connection between the deer-headed woman and the frequent attacks of worm monsters in the tunnels. Finally, the mayor had parted with her most precious treasure,  though  she’d  tried  to  make  Alec  swear  that  he  was  only borrowing  the parchment, rather than keeping it. 

“It’s  right  here,”  Alec  said,  spreading  the  paper  out  on  the rocks  next  to  the  rent.  The  thin  vellum  flexed  dangerously,  already scratched  here  and  there  with  contact  from  the  elements.  Poor Alfhild was going to have a fit by the time the map got back into her hands. 

 Of course, if we don’t succeed, the map will NEVER make its way back to her,  Alec reminded himself.  So she should probably just be happy if it ever finds its way back into her collection. 

The  party  examined  the  map,  peering  over  the  squiggles  in the  dim  light.  This  wasn’t  the  lowest  level  of  Job’s  Bet,  but  it  was close enough that the environs and the atmosphere felt basically the same. The partying and revelry across the city’s Nightside had finally died  down,  by  order  of  Mayor  Alfhild.  The  good  citizens  of  the underground  city  had  all  gone  to  bed,  leaving  Alec  and  his  party alone  to  explore  the  winding  depths  of  the  cave  system  and  the horror at their heart. 

As  Maimonides,  Viya,  Eleira,  and  Alison  Raleigh  scrutinized the  vellum,  Alec’s  gaze  returned  again  to  that  strange  red  marking

near the heart of the tunnel system. His finger had touched it again and  again  without  even  meaning  to,  as  if  something  about  that location  drew  him  toward  it.  Even  before  Alfhild  had  explained  it  to him, he’d felt certain that the monster at the heart of the Haunted Isle made that particular cavern its home. 

That  spot  was  their  destination—the  most  likely  place  the deer-headed  woman  had  brought  Firemane  to  finish  the  dragon’s corruption. They had to reach it before she finished, or else Eleira’s familiar would become a powerful weapon to be used against them. 

“I  dare  say,  this  is  the  most  confusing  map  I’ve  ever  seen,” 

Maimonides  grumbled.  The  gnome  had  outfitted  himself  with  even more  aplomb  for  the  expedition  than  the  rest  of  the  party,  owing partially  to  his  need  to  look  and  act  impressive  in  front  of  Viya  the dark elf. He’d traded in his gaudy, multi-colored robes for a gray suit that  made  Alec  think  of  the  jungle,  with  an  arcane-powered headlamp straight from a mine wrapped around his forehead and a belt  full  of  complicated  looking  gadgets.  “Which  entrance  are  we facing currently? This one?” 

“Master Maimonides,” Viya said with a slight smile, “that’s the tunnel leading to the Dayside.” 

“Oh!” The gnome’s face colored. “So it is. Silly me.” 

“Leave this to me,” Alec said, peering intently at the map. He wasn’t fully certain of his own sense of direction, but more and more lately it had been feeling the same way his innate truth sense did—

as  if  he  could  move  on  instinct,  trusting  himself  to  make  the  right moves when necessary. He wondered if this was another one of the Archon’s  gifts,  or  something  he’d  developed  over  time.  “We  go  in here. Follow these tunnels directly downward, then make a left hand turn  at  this  intersection.  The  cavern  cuts  across  an  underground river, so hopefully we’ll be able to ford it or wade across…” 

“Ugh,”  Alison  groaned,  rolling  her  eyes.  “That  sounds horrible. Why couldn’t Maimonides have built us a  Titan’s Claw Mark Two  or something like that?” 

“These things take time,” the gnome said with a slight smile. 

“Even  my  sharp  scientific  mind  can’t  build  wonders  within  a  single day, child.” 

Of  all  the  members  of  Alec’s  party,  Eleira  was  the  most stressed and wound up by far. The elf girl couldn’t be blamed for her worries  under  the  circumstances,  as  it  was   her   familiar  they  were venturing  into  these  tunnels  to  save.  Still,  her  trembling  hands  and shaky  voice  struck  a  note  of  discordant  fear  into  their  otherwise optimistic gathering. 

“Every minute we spend lounging around out here is another one that  thing  gets to spend with my Firemane,” Eleira said, peering into the darkness. “Let’s get in there and save my dragon!” 

Alec stared deeply at the parchment, trying to fix as much of the map in his mind as he could. He knew that once they were in the deep  tunnels,  light  sources  couldn’t  necessarily  be  counted  on.  He was also painfully aware that Shikasta might have left traps behind for  them,  or  filled  tunnels  with  more  of  the  worm  monsters,  and  as such  they  might  have  to  detour  around  the  easiest  to  cross  routes within the tunnels. 

Finally, he could prepare no more. It was time to act. 

“Follow  me,”  Alec  said,  stepping  into  the  narrow  rent.  He lifted  an  arm  as  the  darkness  encircled  him,  summoning  a  blazing ball  of  fire  that  cast  the  cracks  and  stone  walls  into  sharp  relief. 

Before heading to this first stop on the map, he’d gone down to the forge and had the healed Ru’un summon various elements using the forge,  then  stored  those  within  the  crystals  at  his  belt.  Alec  didn’t have  anything  exotic  on  him,  like  the  strange  energy  that  had covered  him  in  crystal  armor  back  at  the  Royal  Academy,  but  the basic elements were enough. Would have to be   enough. 

“It  smells  down  here,”  Maimonides  said,  sounding  cautious as  they  traversed  the  narrow  corridor.  “Does  anyone  else  smell that?” 

“It’s  sulfur,”  Viya  explained,  gripping  the  gnome’s  hand. 

“There  are  deposits  of  it  all  around  these  tunnel  complexes.  The

locals  refer  to  it  as   dragonstone,  or  sometimes  as  brimstone.  You don’t  want  to  cast  a  fire  spell  around  it—it’s  extremely  flammable.” 

The dark elf cast a skeptical eye toward the ball of light floating over Alec’s head. “Are you sure that spell of yours won’t catch?” 

“Only  one  way  to  find  out,”  Alec  said,  sending  the  ball skittering  through  the  darkness.  It  disappeared  into  the  distance, moving  to  where  the  fumes  were  thickest,  then  Alec  summoned  it back  to  a  spot  just  above  his  head.  “Guess  not,”  he  concluded, shrugging in Viya’s direction. 

“Guess  not,”  the  dark  elf  agreed.  “But  I’m  sure  you  could ignite  that  gas  if  you  really  wanted  to.  Like  if  we  needed  to  kill  a whole lot of monsters really quickly…” 

That  idea  remained  in  Alec’s  mind  as  he  led  the  group deeper into the tunnels. The walls soon grew damp with dew, trickles and  rivulets  in  the  stone  allowing  moisture  to  seep  toward  lower ground through the various paths in the underground. Even though they  were  standing  in  a  tunnel  deep  beneath  the  earth,  the  whole place smelled like a forest floor—moist and damp. 

“You  said  there  was  a  river  somewhere  up  ahead?”  Viya asked.  The  dark  elf’s  knife  like  ears  twitched,  able  to  hear  distant sounds  far  better  than  the  rest  of  the  group.  “I  think  I’m  hearing something.” 

Soon, everyone in the group was able to hear it. Eleira clung to Alec as they made their way through the narrow tunnels, both of them  more  than  content  to  let  long-legged  Viya  lead  the  way  with Maimonides  by  her  side.  Alison  watched  the  rear,  her  slender grimoire  clutched  in  her  hands  and  held  at  the  ready  in  case  she needed to cast a spell. 

The sounds of running water grew and grew as they moved downward.  Soon  the  smooth  rock  walls  pushed  away  in  all directions, until Alec could stand in the center of the path with both hands stretched as far as he could and not touch a thing. His next step  brought  dampness  to  his  heel—he  stood  at  the  bank  of  an underground river. 

Alec sent the ball of light scouting ahead a bit. The water was roughly  waist  deep,  although  more  than  a  waist  for  someone  like Maimonides  and  less  for  Viya.  It  moved  neither  slowly  nor  swiftly, more  like  someone  who  wants  to  arrive  exactly  on  time  for  an interview or a party. Small bits of foamy froth occasionally scored the waves at a bend in the river, or a sudden steep drop in the cavern system. 

Feeling  reckless,  Maimonides  leaned  over  and  traced  his fingertips in the stream. With a somewhat guilty expression, he lifted those digits to his lips and licked them. The gnome’s eyebrows lifted to his hairline. 

“It’s  fresh,”  Maimonides  announced.  “Hell,  it  tastes  almost sweet.  There’s  nothing  wrong  with  this  water  supply  that  you’re aware of, is there, Viya?” 

The dark elf shrugged. “No, nothing. Why?” 

“I’m  just  curious.”  Maimonides  indeed  looked  so—Alec  felt that  he  could  see  the  wheels  turning  behind  the  Shadebringer’s eyes,  as  if  calculating  the  amount  of  energy  a  dam  could  generate were it to be built across this underground stream. “This is a treasure trove of water—possibly enough to serve the entire citizenry of Job’s Bet  were  it  to  be  diverted.  Yet  your  people  don’t  seem  to  be  the slightest bit interested in doing that?” 

“The Nightside is more than satisfied to get their water from the Dayside,” the dark elf said with another one of her characteristic shrugs.  “Trade  between  the  two  halves  of  the  city  strengthens  the bond  between  our  peoples.  Besides,  if  Job’s  Bet  ever  needs  to become self-sufficient enough to rely on its own underground water supply,  we’ll  have  much  bigger  issues  to  deal  with  than  diverting  a single river…” 

Maimonides  listened  and  nodded.  Yet  Alec  could  see  the gnome still kept those plans in the back of his mind. 

“We’re  going  to  have  to  ford  it,”  Alec  said,  gauging  the distance across. “Fortunately, I’ve got just the thing. Everyone stand back.” 

The  group  gathered  on  the  bank  as  Alec  took  one  of  the crystals at his belt and touched it. Ice energy flowed from the stored device into his core, freezing his intestines and filling his blood with what felt like chips of pure ice. He pushed that energy into the river, stretching it both wide and deep at the same time. 

At  first,  the  flow  resisted.  After  all,  water  in  motion  was  far harder  to  freeze  than  anything  at  rest,  like  a  bowl  or  a  glass.  But eventually, Alec was able to carve a path of solid ice across the river, stretched over the top like a plank of wood over a gap between two buildings. 

“That won’t hold for long,” he said, already feeling the energy in the ice beginning to wane. “Hurry across now. Quickly!” 

The party took to the run with varying degrees of enthusiasm. 

Viya  practically  skipped  across  the  frozen  platform,  moving  with  a dancer’s  grace  as  she  reached  the  far  bank  and  the  network  of tunnels on the other side. To Alec’s surprise, Maimonides also took the  run  with  an  excellent  degree  of  vigor,  his  short  legs  pumping across the frozen platform without losing his balance. 

Poor  Eleira  didn’t  stand  a  chance.  The  girl  had  been absolutely hopeless at ice skating back at the Royal Academy—she simply  didn’t  have  the  temperament  for  it.  “Wood  elves  don’t  travel across  ice  as  a  general  rule,”  she  explained  to  Alec  as  the  two  of them attempted to cross the frozen platform together. “I’m far more used to walking the leaf and branch covered ground of a forest floor. 

My feet weren’t made to balance on such stuff as this…” 

The rest of the group were waiting for them on the far bank, quietly cheering them along. They’d just about reached the halfway point  across  the  river,  where  the  water  was  at  its  deepest. 

Unfortunately,  Alec  could  feel  the  energy  leaving  the  makeshift platform he’d created, as waves lapped at its sides and caused it to melt. 

“I  appreciate  that,”  Alec  told  his  beloved.  “We’ll  have  to honeymoon  in  the  forest,  then,  rather  than  the  mountains.  But  I’m going to need you to move a little faster right now—” 

 Crack.  The  frozen  platform  split  down  the  middle.  Alec expected  to  feel  the  cold  embrace  of  icy  water  a  moment  later,  but instead,  the  chunk  of  ice  beneath  his  feet  began  to  move.  Swept along by the current, both he and Eleira remained on a chunk of ice floating in the center of the river. 

“Alec!” Alison Raleigh called out from the far bank, reaching out  a  hand  in  an  absurd  gesture.  She  got  a  hold  of  herself  and reached for her grimoire, searching for a spell. “Hang on!” 

Meanwhile,  the  dark  elf  Viya  jogged  across  the  shore.  She kept pace with the ice floe easily, even as more waves lapped across the platform’s sides and dissolved more of it into the churning water. 

“Alec! Try and push the ice over to this side! Get close enough and jump, and I’ll come in after you!” 

Had Alec been alone, he’d have tried just that. The problem was, he was  not  alone. Eleira clung to him, terrified and chilled, and he  could  no  more  abandon  her  than  he  could  rip  out  a  piece  of himself and sink it into that dark, icy water. 

As the platform began to sink, Alec felt a vibration along his shoulders. Of course! The Bloodcloak! 

“Eleira,  hang  on,”  he  called,  wrapping  his  arms  around  his betrothed.  It  was  no  great  sacrifice  to  put  his  hands  around  those curves—and  Eleira  gratefully  snuggled  up  against  him,  flipping  the Bloodcloak over both of them. 

The ice beneath their feet gave way, broken apart at last by the waves, but they were already gone. Alec threw back the cloak, laughing as he and Eleira’s locked lips were revealed to the rest of the party. 

Only no one stood next to them. Alec broke the kiss, looking this  way  and  that  into  the  darkness.  The  ball  of  light  he’d  conjured was nowhere to be found, either. 

“Hello?”  he  called  into  the  darkness.  “Maimonides?  Alison? 

Viya?” 

He  reached  for  one  of  the  crystals  on  his  belt  and  called another  ball  of  light  into  being.  It  cost  a  bit  more  of  his  fire  energy

than before, but the crystal still had plenty of power should he need to  toss  a  fireball  or  set  a  group  of  worm  monsters  ablaze.  Though he’d  need  to  watch  himself  should  this  particular  ball  go  out prematurely. 

To  Alec’s  surprise,  the  cavern  in  which  he  and  Eleira  stood didn’t  resemble  the  underground  river  in  the  slightest.  To  his  even greater  concern, neither he nor Eleira could hear the running water, or the voices of their companions. Where had the Bloodcloak taken them? 

“This thing has a mind of its own at the best of times,” Alec grumbled,  cleaning  the  dust  off  the  crimson  garment.  “And  these aren’t the best of times…” 

“Here, let me see the map,” Eleira said gently. 

Alec handed it over, lifting the ball of light higher into the air to  illuminate  all  the  passageways  nearest  to  the  pair.  The  area  in which they found themselves had an extremely high ceiling, with no less  than  five  snaking  entrances  or  exits  leading  upward  and downward into higher and lower levels of the tunnel complex. 

Eleira  stared  at  the  vellum  until  she  was  practically  cross-eyed, trying to find some section of it that matched. “You don’t think the  Bloodcloak  sent  us  somewhere  else  entirely,  do  you?”  she asked, once she hadn’t found a matching cavern on the map. 

“Back when I came to save you from the House of Doors, I used the Bloodcloak to travel up the great chain tethering the floating island to the Northmund Estate,” Alec explained. He could remember the adventure as if it were yesterday. “The garment was only able to teleport  me  halfway  up.  I  got  the  shock  of  my  life  when  I  found myself clinging to the chain in the open air, hanging hundreds of feet above the ground below.” 

Eleira’s  face  was  shocked.  “I  didn’t  know  that,”  she whispered. “That’s so heroic!” 

Alec  smiled.  “What  I  mean  to  say  is,  if  the  Bloodcloak  were capable of teleporting me all the way up, it would have done so. The fact that it didn’t implies there are strict limits on the distance it can

send someone in a single blink.” He stared at the map, tilting it this way  and  that  to  give  himself  a  new  perspective.  “Which  means  we ought not to be far from where we crossed the river…” 

Yet  he  couldn’t  seem  to  match  the  chamber  in  which  they stood  with  the  map  that  was  in  his  hand.  It  felt  as  if  the  document Alfhild had given him, such a treasure that many in Job’s Bet would have killed to attain it, simply no longer applied to the world in which they’d found themselves. Where had the Bloodcloak taken them? 

With  a  start,  Alec  realized  he  could  ask.  The  garment  had been trying to tell him something for some time—perhaps now was the  moment  to  finally  attempt  communication  with  the  Archon’s strangest and most powerful gift. 

As  Alec  reached  for  the  cloak,  he  felt  more  than  a  little foolish.  Should  he  warn  Eleira  of  what  he  was  about  to  do?  What would he even say?  Darling, bear with me for a few moments—I’m going to ask my clothing for directions?  No, she’d think he’d lost his mind. 

So Alec took a few steps in a random direction, allowing the shadows to thicken around him. “I’m not sure what you’ve done,” he whispered, dropping his chin to the rich, crimson fabric, “but you’ve served  me  well  so  far.  If  you  can  hear  me—and  if  you  can understand   me  as  well—then  you  should  know  I’m  going  to  need your help to get out of here. Do you think you can do that?” 

“Alec?” Eleira’s voice echoed in the darkness. “Who are you talking to?” 

But Alec wasn’t listening. He’d just felt the Bloodcloak pulse along his shoulders in response. It felt like an unmistakable sign that the  garment  not  only  heard  him,  but  that  it  understood  his  need  as well. 

“Follow me,” Alec said, taking Eleira’s hand. 

The first tunnel leading away from the chamber in which they stood lay directly to Alec’s left. He moved in that direction, one hand holding loosely onto the fabric of the Bloodcloak as he walked. With

each step, he waited for any telltale pulse or vibration that would let him know he was on the right path. 

“Not this one?” he asked, lowering his voice to a whisper as he  gave  the  Bloodcloak  one  last  chance  to  respond.  It  lay  inert against his back, providing all the answer he needed. 

“Alec, what are you doing?” Eleira looked at him strangely, as if  she  worried  he  might  have  been  hurt  in  the  Bloodcloak’s  last teleportation. “You keep speaking as if there’s someone else in these tunnels with us.” 

“In a sense, there is,” Alec said, drawing his garment around him tighter. “I think the Archon is trying to tell me something, Eleira.” 

The  sensation  of  being  in  contact  with  something  greater than  himself  only  grew  as  Alec  moved  around  the  cavern.  As  he headed  in  a  rightward  direction,  the  crimson  garment  vibrated sharply between his shoulder blades, almost like a subtle push from a figure standing just behind him. It nudged him in the direction of a narrow,  twisted  opening  near  the  lowest  point  of  the  cavern.  The ground  sloped  sharply  downward  here,  and  small  leaks  of  water through the stone had pooled into a knee-deep pond of water directly to the slit’s side. 

The  closer  Alec  got  to  this  path,  the  more  the  Bloodcloak reacted. “It’s this way,” he told Eleira, feeling more and more certain with  each  passing  moment.  By  the  time  they  reached  the southernmost point of the chamber, the garment had begun going so mad around his shoulders that it was impossible to hide from Eleira. 

She watched it, her eyes wide, saying nothing. 

That long, narrow cavern led to another chamber, so similar that  at  first  Alec  got  confused  and  wondered  if  he  hadn’t  somehow managed to wander back the way he’d come. Eleira blinked as she exited behind him, feeling her way down the wall. 

“This  is  quite  the  labyrinth,”  the  elf  girl  said.  She  kept  her voice studiously neutral, but Alec could tell that underneath her calm demeanor,  she’d  begun  to  seriously  worry  about  this  place.  Alec couldn’t blame her—after all, he shared her worries. 

The  Bloodcloak,  however,  knew  exactly  where  to  go.  It guided Alec toward another rent in the cavern wall, then through and to another long thoroughfare carved out of the rock. Here the sound of running water grew louder, as if they strayed near an underground river. 

“Doesn’t  it  seem  strange  to  you,”  Eleira  asked  as  they walked,  “that  we  haven’t  seen  a  single  living  thing  down  here? 

According to Trystara, the caverns around Job’s Bet are simply full of creatures. I’m beginning to feel the way I would if we walked through the forest and suddenly all the birds went silent as one.” 


“I’m  pretty  sure  these  aren’t  natural  tunnels,”  Alec  said, walking  in  a  slow  circle  as  he  waited  for  the  Bloodcloak  to  tell  him where to go. “We’re far off Alfhild’s map now.” 

“That’s for certain,” Eleira said gravely. She glanced down at the  scrap  of  vellum,  then  pointed  at  a  spot  far  to  the  right  of  the map’s  furthest  boundary.  “We’re  probably  over  here  or  something like that. Your cloak decided to get us out of danger and brought us all the way out of the tunnel system…” 

Alec  didn’t  think  that  at  all.  He  didn’t  have  the  heart  to  tell Eleira he believed the Bloodcloak hadn’t sent them out of danger—

but deeper  into  it. There was no way of telling, of course, where the garment had sent them to: but if Alec had to wager, he’d have laid every copper he owned that they were beneath that red line near the bottom of the map. 

 The hole at the bottom of the world,  he thought, recalling the deer woman’s words. Yes, they were most certainly in the belly of the beast now. 

Two  more  turns  occurred  without  incident.  Alec  and  Eleira entered a cavern, wandered around until the Bloodcloak indicated a direction, then followed it. The sense of hair-raising danger they’d felt upon  first  entering  the  strange  set  of  caverns  gradually  faded, replaced by a sense of annoyance that they’d become so lost. How long would they have to wander until the Bloodcloak led them back to their friends? 

With relief, Alec saw Viya standing in the center of the next chamber. She stood tall and slender in the shadows. She stood with its  back  to  Alec,  the  space  between  her  shoulder  blades  a  bare expanse of night-dark flesh. 

Alec  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief.  “There  you  are,”  he  said, stepping forward. “Where’s the rest of the group—” 

The figure whirled around. It was not Viya. 

A twisted face covered in swollen nodules glared at Alec with pure hate. The creature’s narrow eyes were the red of freshly spilled blood, glowing in the darkness like twin beams of wicked moonlight. 

It hissed at the sight of the two youths in its presence, bearing fangs like a snake’s as its voice echoed through the chamber. 

But worst of all were the thing’s clothing. It was impossible to tell  what  sex  the  creature  had  once  been—its  outfit  had  long  since been reduced to tattered rags, covered in writhing, juicy worms. Alec stumbled at the sight of it, nearly falling onto his rear on the stone. 

Behind him, Eleira screamed. 

He blinked—and in that blink, the figure disappeared. There was  no  moment  of  transformation,  no  puff  of  smoke  or  sound  of  a magic spell—it simply stood before him, then it was gone as if it had never  been  there.  As  Alec  willed  his  heart  to  calm,  it  grew  hard  to believe the figure had been anything other than his imagination. 

“Ghosts,”  Eleira  whispered  into  the  darkness.  “It  is  the Haunted  Isle, after all.” 

Alec brushed himself off and stood up. “I thought they were friendly,”  he  said,  glancing  back  at  Eleira.  “Didn’t  Alison  say  they have some kind of understanding with the Inscribers?” 

“Perhaps  that   was   it  being  friendly,”  Eleira  said,  her  face paling. “In that case, I shudder to think of what it might have done to us had it seen us as a threat.” 

“Better we don’t imagine,” Alec agreed. “Alright, cloak, which way? I’m starting to worry we might not be safe down here.” 

The  Bloodcloak  hummed  as  if  agreeing  with  Alec’s assessment. Then something happened that Alec did not expect. 

A fringe of the crimson fabric rose on its own, pointing toward the farthest exit from the cavern. 

“That  will  never  not  be  creepy  to  me,”  Eleira  whispered, watching  the  garment  move  on  its  own.  “You’re  sure  this  thing  is  a gift from the Archon, Alec?” 

The question drew the youth up short. He’d never considered any other option before. After all, the garment had been left on the altar  of  the  Archon  following  a  prayer.  Tanuin  and  Uriel  had  both been surprised by the appearance of the crimson cloak and seemed to  think  it  had  been  meant  for  Alec.  And  there   was   that  strange presence Alec had felt upon kneeling in the chapel—as if something powerful and so much greater than himself had witnessed his need, and granted him the boon he’d require to save the life of himself and his friends in the future. 

But  he’d  never  wondered  who  might  have  bestowed  that boon upon him in the first place. 

“Of  course  it  is,”  Alec  said,  heading  toward  the  exit  the Bloodcloak  indicated.  “Who   else   would  give  an  untrained  boy  a powerful artifact like this, Eleira? Were it not for the Bloodcloak, I’d never  have  been  able  to  rescue  you  from  the  House  of  Doors.  We wouldn’t  know  about  Uriel  Diamondspear’s  plans,  and  we’d  never have been able to save Alison Raleigh from Dean Wolfe’s clutches.” 

Eleira  didn’t  reply  immediately.  When  she  did,  there  was  a catch in her voice. 

“That’s  all  true,”  she  said.  “I  just  wonder.  There  are  times when  you  seem  like  such  a  beast  when  you  protect  us.  And  the Bloodcloak did get us into this predicament in the first place.” 

Alec shook his head. “We’re close. Look—this path isn’t like the others.” 

The difference was discernible immediately. While the rest of the  chambers  they’d  passed  looked  as  if  they’d  formed  from  the natural movements of stone and water over centuries, the path the

Bloodcloak led them toward now looked indisputably  carved.  Human hands—or  something  other  than  human—had  shaped  that  sloping terrace, leading down into the darkness. 

Alec  leaned  into  it,  straining  his  ears.  He  thought  he  could hear voices down there, just on the edge of his perception. 

“...  spe…” 

“Alec?” Eleira’s voice rose in alarm. “Sweetheart, I don’t think we’re alone in this chamber—” 

“Quiet,”  Alec  whispered,  sticking  his  head  further  into  the opening. It narrowed just within the path, closing in on all sides like a funnel.  He  wondered  if  this  strange,  crafted  opening  ended  in  a single  point,  or  if  it  were  merely  shrinking  to  a  more  manageable size. Was this pathway designed for dwarves, by dwarves? It would explain  why  everything  felt  as  if  it  were  shrinking  as  he  stepped inside. “I can hear something…” 

“...  pear…” 

Eleira’s slender hands tugged at the Bloodcloak. “Alec, Alec, something’s coming our way—” 

 “DIAMONDSPEAR!” 

Hands  shot  out  of  the  darkness,  grabbing  Alec  in  a  dozen places. Before Eleira could so much as utter a cry of surprise, they tugged Alec into the darkness. 

Chapter 20







Hands dragged Alec into the darkness. 

He  clawed  them,  clutched  at  them,  bit  down  on  them,  but  it was no use. Their grip was like iron, their fingers colder than any ice spell Alec could conjure. The more he tried to free himself, the more tangled up he became. Even when he got lucky and managed to pry one  off  him,  two  appeared  in  its  place,  gripping  with  even  greater vigor. 

The  tunnel  narrowed  until  it  pushed  in  on  all  sides,  barely wide  enough  for  him  to  crawl  through.  This  didn’t  appear  to  be  a problem for the hands, which gripped and tugged as if they had all the  space  in  the  world.  Alec  screamed,  and  dirty  fingers  tried  to worm their way down his throat. 

 Forget  this,  Alec  thought,  mastering  his  fright.  I  won’t  let these monsters take me down! 

He  reached  into  his  robes  as  the  path  veered  sharply downward.  From  somewhere  far  behind  him,  he  could  hear  Eleira screaming  his  name,  her  voice  filled  with  horror.  He  felt  deeply  for her, and prayed that if he could escape these creatures, that he’d be able to climb back into the chamber and reunite with her. 

But he had to escape first, of course. 

A hand grabbed at his wrist as he thrust it deep into the folds of his cloak. The tip of his index and middle fingers grazed the silver hilt  of  the  Diamondspear,  pushed  into  baton  form  in  Alec’s  secret pocket,  yet  the  fingers  around  his  wrist  kept  him  from  fully  drawing the  weapon.  They  tugged  back  and  forth,  and  finally  Alec  bit  the hand on his wrist, forcing it to withdraw. 

He pulled out the Diamondspear just as the ground gave way beneath him. The tunnel must have indeed been built for dwarves—it

had never been intended to handle a fully-grown human, much less one  under  assault  by  phantom  attackers.  The  floor  cracked  and splintered,  giving  way  to  a  much  larger  chamber  underneath.  Alec toppled  through  the  darkness  with  a  cry,  the  hands  around  him letting go and dissolving as he plummeted to the floor. 

He hit the stone hard. His head swam, darkness encroaching on the edges of his vision. Slowly, as Alec recovered, he realized the ground  beneath  him  was  not  the  bare  dirt  of  the  cavern—but  a smooth, marble floor. 

A large concrete slab stood just in front of his head—it was a miracle he hadn’t hit it on his way down. Alec glanced up, his gaze swimming as the letters across the stone swam into focus:

  

 Beloved Mother, Grandmother, and Wife

 GRANNY YAGA

 1131 CE - 1284 CE

 “A Life Well Lived” 

  

“A  grave,”  Alec  whispered,  his  gaze  traveling  to  the  narrow alcove  above  the  plaque.  Dozens  of  them  lay  in  rows  along  both sides  of  the  wall,  each  engraved  with  a  narrow  band  of  stone  with names  and  dates  carved  onto  them.  Alec’s  heart  dropped  into  his stomach  as  he  peered  down  the  passageway.  It  extended  into  the darkness on both sides, going on and on farther than he could see. 

Not  just  a  grave.  An  entire  mausoleum.  Catacombs  lay beneath the Haunted Isle. 

As  Alec’s  eyes  adjusted,  he  saw  the  Diamondspear  resting next  to  him  on  the  ground.  There  was  no  telling  whether  it  would work against spectral enemies, but it was better to have it than to be totally unarmed. He hefted the spear as he rose to his feet, imbuing it with a bit of ice from one of the crystals at his belt. 

The  voices  he’d  heard  as  faint  murmurs  before  were  now audible  down  the  corridor.  They  spoke  in  languages  Alec  couldn’t

understand—a mélange of exotic sounds, mingling together in a way that  made  the  halls  sound  more  like  a  market  at  midday  than  a midnight  crypt.  The  effect  should  have  made  him  feel  better,  but instead left him more frightened than before. 

The Bloodcloak, however, had a much different reaction. Alec soon realized what he’d taken for some kind of vibration thrumming through  the  walls  was  actually  coming  from  his  coat.  The  fabric lapped  at  him  like  ocean  waves,  practically  brimming  with excitement. 

What in the world? Where was this thing trying to take him? 

Did the Bloodcloak really have his best interests in mind? 

No time to think about it. The voices down the hall fell quiet, as  if  they’d  heard  him  plummet  into  their  subterranean  chamber. 

Now the sounds of many feet echoed on the stone, making him think of wild dogs descending on a wounded bird. They would be on him in moments. 

Unless…

Alec’s  resolve  hardened  as  he  turned  to  face  the  onrush. 

 Unless I fight back. 

He brandished the Diamondspear before him as a half-dozen figures stepped out of the darkness, illuminated by a strange glowing moss in the ceiling. They were as varied as the citizens of Job’s Bet itself—Alec  saw  humans,  elves,  and  dwarves,  along  with  a  few stranger  things  and  a  handful  of  beasts  that  somehow  managed  to manifest in spectral form. The maggot covered woman he’d seen in the chamber above stood at the group’s head, the glowing coals of her  eyes  filling  the  darkness  as  she  slithered  back  and  forth  at  the edge of the Diamondspear’s reach. 

Alec  grit  his  teeth.  “You  won’t  take  me  without  a  fight!”  he hissed,  the  tip  of  the  Diamondspear  whizzing  so  hard  it  filled  the mausoleum  with  a  high-pitched  whistling  sound.  He  spun  the weapon  as  menacingly  as  he  could,  fully  intending  to  test  its  steel against the spectral monsters. 

Yet none of them entered the fray. The half-dozen ghosts in the hallway hung back, just out of the range of his spear. After a few moments,  they  began  to  beckon,  gesturing  further  down  the mausoleum as if they had something to show Alec. 

He  switched  his  weapon  to  a  one-handed  grip,  fingers clenched in readiness in case this was a trap. Yet it didn’t seem to be

—even here, among spirits, his strange sixth sense for the truth rang clear.  These  creatures  wanted  to  lead  him  somewhere.  Perhaps  to the mausoleum’s heart. 

Alec  glanced  both  ways  down  the  corridor.  Then,  realizing he’d never be able to climb back up through the hole in which he’d fallen anyway, he followed the spirits. 

They  shimmered  down  the  hallway,  flickering  in  and  out  of reality.  The  effect  was  disconcerting  to  say  the  least,  yet  the  spirits themselves didn’t seem to notice it. Nor did they notice the tattered quality  of  their  clothing,  the  wounds  all  over  their  bodies,  or  the maggots  that  climbed  across  their  undead  flesh.  Perhaps  they’ve been  down  here  so  long  they’ve  gotten  used  to  it,  Alec  wondered, following  them  deeper  into  the  darkness.  Given  enough  time  and temper, it’s possible to get used to just about anything. 

Toward  the  front  of  the  catacombs,  he  found  a  surprise waiting. The hallways opened up into a splendid chamber that must have once functioned as a kind of lobby for the entire complex—now it  had  been  turned  into  a  dining  hall.  Long  tables  stretched  in  rows across the palatial space, covered in plates that had once been full of fine, regal food. Now what was left had withered away to nothing, though the ghosts flickering around the banquet noticed it not. 

An entire legion of haunts, ghosts, and ghouls filled the hall. 

Each  glowed  with  a  phantasmagoric  light,  so  that  even  if  Alec  had been carrying a torch, he wouldn’t have needed it. Men and women, dwarves  and  elves,  stranger  creatures  which  Alec  couldn’t  put  a name  to—there  was  no  discrimination  among  the  residents  of  the Haunted  Isle,  not  in  death.  Ghastly,  dissonant  music  played  from

pipes  in  the  stone  ceiling,  and  some  of  the  ghosts  danced  in  a discordant, herky-jerky waltz to the beat. 

Alec had never seen anything like this before. Being among one  ghost  was  bad  enough—a  gathering  of  this  size  threatened  to freeze his blood. If these monsters decided to surround him…

As he thought it, a clutch of dancers froze mid-step, doing a double take at the newcomer in their midst. An enormously fat ghost near  the  head  of  the  table  sat  completely  still,  a  ghostly  turkey  leg stopped halfway to his mouth. Every head in the hall turned to gaze at Alec—some of them had to turn all the way around on their necks! 

The Bloodcloak had gone perfectly still. 

“I don’t want to fight you,” Alec said, taking care to keep his voice  steady  and  even.  “I’m  here  looking  for  a  black  dragon.  His name is Firemane. He may have been brought this way by a woman with a deer’s head, or possibly a large ball of worms in the  shape  of a woman. Have any of you…” 

The  overweight  ghost  dropped  his  phantasmic  leg  and shoved his plate onto the floor. “Diamondspear! ” 

Alec  froze  in  place.  The  chant  was  picked  up  from  every direction at once, traveling from mouth to mouth like a plague. The dancers  said  it,  the  faces  in  the  paintings  hanging  high  above  the tables  whispered  it—the  banqueters  formed  their  lips  around  it  as food fell from their mouths. 

“Diamondspear! Diamondspear! Diamondspear!” 

“Yes, that’s me,” Alec muttered, but the chanting didn’t stop. 

Alec  wondered  why—and  then  he  realized,  and  he  nearly  dropped his weapon. 

All  it  took  was  for  him  to  follow  the  eyes  in  those  twisted, ghostly  heads.  None  of  them  were  staring  at   him.  They  merely looked in his direction. These creatures only had eyes for the steel and silver weapon clutched in his hand, shining in the darkness like a holy relic. 

The  Diamondspear.  They  weren’t  talking  about  him—they were responding to the weapon. 

Just like the worm monsters had. 

“You... you know this?” Alec asked, holding the spear above his  head.  Ghosts  shrank  back,  stumbling  over  each  other  in  their terror  to  put  space  between  themselves  and  him.  One  floated straight  through  the  banquet  table,  then  climbed  halfway  up  a  wall like a cat. 

So  they   did   know  it.  They  recognized  it  the  same  way Shikasta’s creatures had. For the same reason? 

The realization thundered through Alec’s bloodstream, setting his pulse on fire. His mouth moved soundlessly with the enormity of it,  the  great  gathering  of  spirits  before  him  taking  on  a  whole  other meaning entirely. 

“You’re  all  part  of  it,  aren’t  you?”  he  managed,  not  caring whether  they  could  respond  or  not.  “The  worm  monsters...  the Broken  —they’re   you!   That’s  why  Shikasta  never  cleared  the Haunted Isle of spirits. She’s using you to animate her creations, as a kind of fuel for her army. They’re all part of her—and she’s all part of you!” 

A specter stood just behind Alec. He hadn’t noticed it sneak up on him—it had moved in silence, its feet hovering just above the stony ground. He twisted to see the dark elf he’d encountered before standing  behind  him,  a  faint  smile  on  her  once  beautiful  features. 

The  maggots  Alec  had  seen  covering  her  body  before  were  gone, though a grievous wound stretched from the corner of her mouth all way to just above her right ear. 

 Welcome  to  our  party,  Diamondspear.  The  specter  spoke directly into his mind, just as Shikasta had. The words made the hair on the back of Alec’s neck stand up, a chill wind blowing across his skin.  The  show  that  never  ends.  A  swinging  wake  for  the  dearly departed of the Haunted Isle. 

Alec  could  feel  the  eyes  of  the  deceased  upon  him. 

Gradually,  the  specters  were  going  back  to  their  dancing  and

feasting, but the atmosphere of the party had changed in a way Alec couldn’t quite clearly define. An aura of foreboding had settled over the  catacomb—which  was  impressive,  considering  how  grisly  the place looked under normal circumstances. 

“Is  this...  what  life  is  like  for  you  all  the  time?”  Alec  asked, glancing up at the dark elf. The woman’s specter towered over him, even before taking into account the fact that she was floating. 

 It’s  not  usually  so...  robust,  the  specter  said  with  a  smirk. 

 We’ve organized a special party for the denizens of the Haunted Isle. 

 Do you know why, Alec? 

Her voice sounded eerily familiar. “No, I don’t.” 

She nodded.  Because you’re here. 

Together, she and Alec watched the festivities for a while. It felt  as  if  all  sense  of  time  had  been  wiped  away  from  those chambers—the  party  could  have  been  going  on  for  an  hour  or  a century,  as  far  as  Alec  knew.  Things  repeated  themselves  in  odd ways,  like  a  circle  going  round  and  around  again.  But  as  Alec watched, the rotund ghost who’d been chowing down on his eternal plate  of  phantasmic  food  suddenly  vanished,  pulled  away  from  the chamber in a flash of light. 

“I don’t understand any of this,” Alec said, turning back to the dark  elf.  “Where  am  I?  Why  does  the  Bloodcloak  want  me  here? 

Why  is  Shikasta  fighting  so  hard  to  take  over  the  Haunted  Isle,  so much so that she’s willing to force you all into her army in order to do it?” 

The words echoed through the hall. The dark elf looked down at him, her tongue working at the broken corner of her mouth. She appeared to be coming to a decision, and that frightened Alec more than all the rest of it. 

Finally,  the  woman  gave  a  little  shrug.  Touch  me,  she  said, holding out a wispy arm.  Touch me and you’ll see. 

Alarm  bells  went  off  in  Alec’s  head.  He’d  been  in  situations that  were  traps  before—some  that  were  obvious,  some  so  clever  it was  impossible  to  know  until  you’d  sprung  them  what  you’d  truly

stepped  in.  This  situation  practically  screamed  trap  to  him—yet  his truth sense continued telling him the dark elf woman meant him no harm. 

So,  cautiously,  he  held  out  the  hand  not  holding  onto  the Diamondspear.  His  fingers  met  those  of  the  dark  elf,  and  a  spark shot between them that felt like a lightning bolt. 

Alec  gasped.  The  spark  set  the  party  before  him  aflame—

suddenly, it was as if every spirit in that mausoleum had come alive, leaping and chanting and dancing like the world itself were about to end.  Arcs  of  power  passed  from  the  dark  elf’s  spirit  through  Alec’s hand, literally going  through  his hand as it sank into the flesh of her wrist. 

That  wasn’t  what  shocked  Alec  to  his  core,  however.  It  was that he recognized the feeling of that energy. He’d felt it before—in Viya’s forge, when he’d watched Ru’un imbue the dragon Firemane with his special magic. 

The magic that could only be found on the Haunted Isle. 

Suddenly everything was crystal clear. Alec’s stomach did a flip, his eyes watering with the truth of it. 

“You feel like Alteration Magic,” he whispered, staring up into the broken elf girl’s beautiful eyes. 

She  laughed  haughtily.  “I   am   Alteration  Magic,”  she whispered,  this  time  her  voice  coming  from  her  mouth.  All  around her,  the  crowd  quieted  down,  the  party  returning  to  its  more  muted form. “All of us are. The special element that the runesmiths use to make changes to mage’s familiars—it’s what binds spirits like us to the  mortal  realm,  keeping  us  from  going  over  to  the  other  side.  It’s what keeps Shikasta from dissolving into an inchoate spirit, as well.” 

The  dark  elf’s  eyes  sharpened.  “So  you  can  see  why  she’d  be understandably upset about some colonizers ripping her apart.” 

“We had no idea,” Alec said, shaking his head. “None of us knew,  or  even  suspected.  Not  even  Viya,  who  feels  so  bad  about what her discoveries have done to the Haunted Isle…” 

“She  should  never  apologize  for  adding  to  the  amount  of knowledge in the universe,” the dark elf said harshly. “But one way or another,  this  has  to  end.  We  felt  Shikasta  touch  the  core  at  the lowest  level  of  the  dwarven  city—what  you  humans  call  the  Forge. 

Should  she  be  allowed  to  take  this  energy  upon  herself,  she’ll destroy  the  Haunted  Isle  in  a  continent-sized  fireball  and  vent  her wrath on the rest of the planet. That cannot be allowed to happen.” 

Alec nodded. “I understand. How do I stop her?” 

The dark elf’s face grew grave. “It may not be possible. You told me you were searching for a black dragon?” 

The reminder of the task before him made Alec swallow hard. 

“Yes.  He’s  my  beloved’s  familiar.  The  deer-headed  woman,  she—

she   corrupted   him,  somehow.  Twisted  the  magic  Viya  and  Ru’un used  to  make  him  more  powerful,  until  he  became  something  that doesn’t even recognize his own mistress.” 

The  dark  elf  nodded.  “That  dragon  is  utterly  imbued  with Alteration  Magic,”  she  explained,  summoning  a  small  black  flame that  danced  across  the  tips  of  her  fingers.  Alec  stared  deep  into  it, reminded of the strange energy surrounding the transformed familiar. 

“As long as it’s shot through with that much power, it’s mistress will never be able to get through to it. But if you can drain that energy, you could free the beast—and turn it against Shikasta.” 

“Then  that’s  exactly  what  I  intend  to  do,”  Alec  said  fiercely. 

“Wait—why are you all looking at me like that?” 

A strange sensation of sadness had spread through the party at Alec’s proclamation. He couldn’t understand it. Didn’t these beings want  to  be  free  of  Shikasta’s  influence?  Surely  whatever  existence they  had  down  here  beneath  the  Haunted  Isle  was  better  without being  forced  into  a  war  they  had  no  personal  stake  in.  Could  the dead even  have  a personal stake in anything? 

Apparently, they could. The looks the spirits gave Alec were positively despondent. 

“You  don’t  understand,”  the  dark  elf  ghost  said  with  a  sigh. 

“There’s only one way to stop Shikasta once and for all—to keep the

Inscribers  and  the  rest  of  the  people  who  live  on  the  Haunted  Isle free from her evil. You have to destroy her—and not just  her,  but the magic that animates her, as well.” 

“Alteration  Magic,”  Alec  said  with  a  nod.  Then  his  face darkened. “But wait, if that’s what’s keeping you bound here—” 

“It’s a lose-lose situation,” the dark elf said with a wry smile. 

“If you beat the deer-headed woman, the bonds keeping us all in the mortal  realm  break  and  we  go  to  the  Other  Side.  If  Shikasta  wins, she uses her new powers to destroy the Haunted Isle—and we go to the  Other  Side.  It’s  not  looking  good  for  us,  no  matter  what happens.”  She  gestured  at  the  fine  tables  filled  with  food,  at  the dancers in their steps. “Now do you understand why we’re having a party?” 

Alec did. “It’s a farewell party,” he said. 

“Just so,” the dark elf agreed. “But don’t feel too badly about it, Diamondspear. Our time was just about up, no matter what. And some  of  us  have  been  here  a  long,  long   time.”  A  strange  smile spread across the spirit’s face. “Perhaps that desire to rule beneath the soil forever was what gave birth to Shikasta in the first place. Or maybe  she  wasn’t  created  until  the  first  Inscriber  visited  the  forge and  smashed  the  magic  beneath  the  Haunted  Isle  into  fragments. 

Either way, I suppose we’ll never know.” 

Alec  wished  for  a  moment  that  he  had  Maimonides  the Shadebringer’s  temperament  when  it  came  to  puzzles  and mysteries. He sensed this was a situation that would have intrigued the  gnome  mightily—but  unfortunately,  he’d  have  to  miss  this opportunity. Besides, Alec’s friends needed him. 

“I’ll do what needs to be done,” he told the dark elf. “No hard feelings, though.” 

The elven woman nodded curtly, as if she’d expected nothing less. “Follow me this way,” she said, leading him toward a narrow set of stairs so deftly hidden that at first, they appeared to be part of the wall.  “This  way  leads  upward—to  the  underbelly  of  Shikasta’s

hideout.  Your  dragon  is  there,  coiled  around  her  black  heart  like  a living shield.” 

Alec’s eyes widened at the thought. “Goodness.” 

The  dark  elf  paused  at  the  bottom  of  the  stairs.  Alec  could see  through  her  semi-transparent  body,  the  strange  moss  in  the stairwell  glowing  weirdly  when  refracted  through  her  translucent frame. 

“Would you do me a favor?” the dark elf’s shade asked. 

Alec thought it over for a moment, then nodded. “Of course.” 

The  spirit  smiled.  “So  gallant!  And  adorable.  My granddaughter  wouldn’t  happen  to  be  your  ‘beloved’,  now,  would she?” 

Alec’s  brows  furrowed  together  in  confusion.  He  didn’t understand what the spirit was talking about—until he looked in her face  and  noticed  the  features  he’d  failed  to  put  together  before, hidden as they were beneath the specter’s wounds. 

“You’re Viya’s grandmother!?” Alec asked, his jaw dropping. 

“Yes.  Or  great-grandmother,  perhaps—memories  get  fuzzy when  you’ve  been  a  spirit  for  so  long.  The  black  dragon  certainly seems like the kind of familiar that girl would keep—she was always a willful little thing. So inquisitive about the world around her!” 

The  description  warmed  Alec’s  heart,  but  he  couldn’t  lie  to the  ghost.  “Ah,  no,”  he  said,  shaking  his  head.  “She  and  I  aren’t involved.  She’s...  kind  of  interested  in  a  different  member  of  my group.” 

“Ah.  Very  well  then.”  The  spirit  smirked  at  him,  as  if  the thoughts  of  the  long  deceased  were  much  lewder  by  nature  than those of the living. “The next time you run into my granddaughter, tell her none of this is her fault. Tell her to keep on making discoveries, and never stop questioning the nature of things. Above all... tell her I’m proud of her. Granny Yaga is proud of her.” 

It was the most honest emotion Alec had seen out of a spirit. 

A  tear  formed  in  the  corner  of  Granny  Yaga’s  faintly  glowing  eye, 

dripping like ichor down her cheek. The woman sniffed hugely, then turned  back  to  the  stairwell,  floating  in  the  open  air  and  bobbing gently back and forth on an unseen breeze. 

“I will,” Alec told the spirit. “I promise.” 

The ghost nodded. “Then I’ll show you where you need to go. 

Come—I can hear intruders on the other side of the tunnels. I think your friends might have finally found their way down into the belly of the beast!” 

Chapter 21







“What in the world is  that!?” 

Alec stood in a narrow, flat tunnel, with the specter known as Granny Yaga floating gently at his side. The spirit had just led him up several  narrow  flights  of  stairs,  moving  unerringly  toward  their destination like the line on a treasure map. It was a good thing Yaga kept the pace so quickly, too, because Alec soon stopped wanting to look around. 

The inner sanctum of Shikasta was a house of horrors: blood and  other  unnamable  fluids  coated  the  walls  and  floor,  and  the remains of the last heroes to venture this far beneath the tunnels had been strung up as a kind of warning to future intruders. Alec had had to check every body to make sure none of them were his friends—

despite  the  spirit’s  assurances,  he  found  his  pulse  quickening  with fear every time they stumbled upon a body. 

Now they stood at the end of the path—only Alec could tell it wasn’t   supposed   to  be  the  end.  Something  massive  clogged  the tunnel ahead. It was the pale, grubby white of the worm people, and whatever  it  was  had  a  tendency  to  wiggle  in  ways  that  made  Alec feel vaguely like retching. 

“What is that thing?” Alec asked, looking to his spectral friend for advice. 

Granny  Yaga’s  body  shone  in  the  darkened  tunnels, providing  the  only  light  to  be  found  this  far  from  the  Haunted  Isle’s underground  party.  “It  is  the  beginning  of  Shikasta’s  kingdom,”  the dark elf pronounced with distaste. “That creature is kin to the worm monsters  the  deer-headed  woman  summons  as  an  army—only much larger. And somehow even more disgusting.” The spirit mimed

spitting  into  a  corner,  though  of  course  such  acts  were  beyond  the ghost now. 

“We have to move this blockage,” Alec said, taking a hesitant step toward the creature. The tunnel shook around him, bits of rock and  dirt  raining  down  from  the  ceiling  and  into  his  hair.  Alec  could hear  shouting  from  somewhere  far  off,  a  panicked  sound  that  cut through his thoughts. 

“Right on time,” the dark elf ghost said. “Those would be your friends, Diamondspear. They’ve made their way down into the lower tunnels looking for you—and run right into the Mother.” 

 Mother?  Alec’s  gaze  took  in  the  wriggling  form  of  the hideous,  maggot-like  creature  filling  the  tunnel  with  its  bulk.  Yes, Mother was a good word for this abomination. No doubt the rest of the worm creatures sprang from this being, much like the queen of a beehive or an anthill. It made Alec shudder just to think about it. 

He  had  to  kill  it.  There  was  no  other  way  to  weaken Shikasta’s army enough to win a direct assault. 

But  as  he  took  a  step  forward,  drawing  his  weapon,  the Bloodcloak rumbled around his shoulders. 

“You  should  listen  to  that  garment,”  the  dark  elf  told  him.  “I believe it’s offering to take you to your friends. Knowing what I do of the tunnel situation, you should be able to just barely reach the front of  the  lair—a  teleport  should  put  you  right  among  your  friends.  Of course,  you’ll  be  jumping  right  into  the  thick  of  it.  But  you  wouldn’t have it any other way, would you, Diamondspear?” 

The dark elf laughed, and Alec realized she was right. 

“I can handle that,” he said, brimming with bravado. Some of it  was  the  battle  fury  imparted  to  him  by  his  ancestral  weapon,  of course, but much of it had no source he could easily identify. Other than  it  felt  as  if  the  Bloodcloak,  ever  the  most  enigmatic  tool  in  his inventory, was getting ready to reveal a secret to him at long last. 

Before  he  jumped  into  the  fray,  he  remembered  the  ghostly woman at his side. “Then this is goodbye,” he told the specter, giving

her  a  salute  with  two  fingers.  “Even  if  I’m  successful  down  here,  I won’t get the opportunity to see you again.” 

The dark elf gave him a sad smile. “Remember my message to  my  granddaughter,”  the  woman  cautioned  him,  glancing  at  the wriggling  wall  with  a  sideways  glance.  From  the  way  the  creature shimmied,  it  was  under  attack  on  the  other  side  of  the  lair—Alec needed to get there. “As for me, Diamondspear, I think it’s time I go rejoin  the  party.  I  always  did  know  the  value  of  being  fashionably late…” 

As  the  specter  withdrew,  bobbing  down  the  corridor  with  a ghostly  grin,  Alec  tossed  the  Bloodcloak  over  his  head.  Its  velvet embrace  felt  more  like  home  than  ever  before,  the  fabric  wrapping around him as the outside world shrank away. 

He  heard  a  gasp  as  he  tossed  the  red  fabric  back  over  his head. The dark elf had been right after all—he stood in the center of his  party,  having  emerged  into  a  tunnel  almost  identical  to  the  one he’d left save for it sloping downward instead of upward. 

A monster out of a storybook filled the tunnel at the bottom of the path. 

Up  until  he’d  reached  this  point,  Alec  had  no  idea  what  to expect. He’d perhaps been prepared to run into a whole mess of the worm monsters he’d fought off in Job’s Bet, an entire army of them formed  out  of  Shikasta’s  magic.  And  there  were  a  few  of  those creatures clogging the tunnel—but not many. 

Mostly, there was  one  monster blocking the way. 

It  stretched  from  cavern  wall  to  cavern  wall  like  an abominable  curtain,  rippling  and  shivering  like  a  bathtub  filled  with jelly.  Pale  ichor  dripped  down  paler  flesh,  undulating  in  ways  that made Alec’s eyes ache. The blockage appeared uniform at first, until he looked closer. A wide, slit-like mouth sat in the center of that pale visage,  like  a  single  black  slash  of  ink  across  an  impossibly  white page. 

As Alec watched, horrified, that slash opened into a jet-black mouth filled with razor sharp teeth. As the creature roared, shaking

the  cavern  walls  with  the  force  of  its  rage,  a  handful  of  worm monsters spilled from the opening, covered in slime. 

The  thing  was  summoning  more  of  them,  pulling  them  up from the depths of itself. It was their mother, or their queen. Was this hideous, wriggling mother maggot Shikasta’s true form? 

Alec had little time to think of it. His friends needed him. 

As  the  worm  creatures  tumbled  from  the  monster  queen’s maw, Maimonides jumped into the fray. The gnome wielded the staff he’d brought with him into the underground, only now Alec saw that with  a  secretive  twist,  the  solid  cane  transformed  into  a  multi-segmented whip. The silver that had seemed all of one piece before splintered  into  sharp  knives,  which  ripped  through  worm  monsters like  they  were  made  of  paper.  From  his  reaction,  Alec  got  the impression  Maimonides  had  been  serving  as  point  man  in  these tunnels for some time—that he’d tested his whip on many wriggling creatures this night. 

“Alec!” The shimmering form of Alison Raleigh touched down next to him. “Glad to see you’ve decided to join us!” 

It was not the woman herself, but one of her illusions—she’d summoned them from the slender grimoire at the true Alison’s side. 

The  blonde  used  her  clones  to  block  the  pathways  from  the  worm monsters,  fighting  them  backward  step  by  step.  In  her  realm  form, she cast Star Magic spells that exploded against monsters in clouds of sparks. 

“Where have you been!?” a voice called from just behind him. 

He turned—and felt as if he’d come home after a long journey. His beloved, Eleira, stood like a warrior mage of legend in the center of the  sloping  cavern,  sending  thick  ropes  of  earthen  vines  down  the pathway to tangle up the advancing worm monsters. 

Alec  raced  to  the  elf  girl.  “You  wouldn’t  believe  me  if  I  told you,”  he  said,  giving  his  beloved  a  kiss  on  the  cheek.  “Where’s Viya?” 

Eleira  pointed  toward  where  the  fighting  was  thickest.  “Up with Maimonides.” 

As  Alec’s  gaze  traveled  toward  the  face  of  the  monstrous creature,  he  saw  flames  light  up  the  darkness.  Everywhere  Eleira had  tangled  up  worm  monsters  in  her  magical  vines,  the  dark  elf Viya appeared like a shadow, a handheld torch from the Forge tied to a pouch at her waist. That torch lit up like a miniature sun, setting the vines—and the creatures within them—ablaze. 

Alec  wanted  to  tell  the  dark  elf  about  who  he’d  seen  in  the catacombs. But he’d have to save that for later. She looked far too busy fighting for her life. 

Besides,  a  roar  toward  the  bottom  of  the  tunnel  caught  his attention. As the massive maggot roared, a dark figure did pirouettes in  the  air  in  front  of  it,  slashing  at  the  paleness  of  its  flesh  deep enough  to  leave  vicious  gashes  in  its  chitin.  Trystara  was  holding nothing  back—his  familiar  looked  angrier  than  he’d  ever  seen  her. 

Suddenly, he realized he was probably the reason. 

So,  she  hadn’t  stayed  in  the  inn  like  he’d  told  her  to.  He couldn’t say he was displeased; he could barely keep the smile from his face at seeing her wreaking havoc upon the monsters. 

“Trys!  Alec  is  here!”  Eleira  cupped  her  hands  around  her mouth and shouted, then ducked out of the way as a worm monster larger  than  the  rest  charged  down  the  tunnel.  It  tripped  over  a  leg stuck out by one of Alison’s illusions, then the real woman slammed a long-handled dagger into the creature’s neck, killing it neatly. “He’s alright!” 

The demoness looked backward, and Alec’s heart skipped a beat.  He  hadn’t  realized  until  that  moment  how  deeply  his disappearance  had  struck  the  rest  of  the  group.  He’d  commanded the demoness to rest in Job’s Bet, to recover from her wounds, but the news of his disappearance must have traveled fast. The familiar was in a fury, striking the maggot as if her very life depended on it. 

Trystara  turned  and  sailed  like  a  bird  down  the  tunnel.  She either  couldn’t  slow  down  or  didn’t  want  to—she  barreled  into  Alec nearly hard enough to knock him off his feet, her body colliding with his. 

“You scoundrel! Where have you been hiding! You’ve had us all worried sick!” Trystara’s eyes were alight with mingled anger and relief. “I thought I was going to have to kill every single monster on this island  myself  just to get you back…!” 

The  demoness’s  words  turned  to  sobs.  She  clung  tightly  to Alec, giving in to the wave of emotion coursing through her. 

“I’m  sorry  I  worried  you,”  he  told  his  familiar,  glancing  over her shoulder toward the oncoming wave of monsters. “I didn’t know what  I  was  doing.  The  Bloodcloak  took  me...  well,  it  took  me somewhere else. Eleira, I think I know how to get Firemane back.” 

The  elf  girl’s  eyebrows  shot  to  her  hairline,  her  expression filling  with  wary  hope.  “You’d  better  know  what  you’re  doing,”  she said,  her  eyes  pleading  with  Alec  that  he  could  be  the  hero  she needed.  The  urge  to  protect  her—to  protect   all  of  them—burned  in his breast, made him feel almost as powerful as the Archon himself. 

At the bottom of the tunnel, the mother of maggots roared. In the short time Alec’s friends had pulled back to greet him, the thing had  managed  to  summon  dozens  of  flabby,  pale  worm  monsters. 

Even  more  disturbingly,  the  thing  was  moving  forward,  grinding  its mammoth  bulk  against  the  walls  of  the  cavern  as  it  moved  foot  by foot upward. 

Eleira  saw  him  seeing  the  creature’s  motion.  “We’ve  been pushing it backward for some time,” she said, a trace of exhaustion entering her voice. “Shikasta’s lair is somewhere behind it. Firemane has to be in there…” 

Alec didn’t know how to tell his beloved that the monster they faced   was   Shikasta.  That  they’d  been  fighting  the  mistress  of  the Broken, putting everything they had into saving him, and they’d still only managed to push the monster into a stalemate. 

“I’m  just  about  out  of  flames,”  Viya  growled,  appearing  at Alec’s side. The dark elf woman looked worse for wear, her luscious skin marred by several cuts and bruises. Thankfully she had no bite marks—the worm monsters hadn’t managed to get their poison into her. “Maimonides is getting exhausted as well. He’s hiding it, but that

slip  the  worm  creatures  forced  him  into  a  few  minutes  ago  twisted something in his leg. If you’ve got some plan, Diamondspear, best to put it into motion now…” 

Alec  opened  his  mouth  to  tell  his  friends  he  had  no  such thing. 

But then, suddenly, he did. 

The  Bloodcloak  threw  itself  over  his  head,  and  Alec disappeared. When he reemerged, he’d traveled all the way down to the  bottom  of  the  tunnel.  Nearly  a  hundred  worm  monsters  stood between  himself  and  their  mother,  while  the  gigantic  mouth  of  the maggot spat and thrashed as the creature tried to wedge itself up the slope. 

Power  coalesced  around  Alec.  A  red  glow  filled  the  tunnel, bathing  the  stone  walls  in  crimson  hues.  Tendrils  of  that  energy wrapped around the Diamondspear in Alec’s hands, bathing it in an ethereal, unearthly light. 

“Stay  behind  me,”  Alec  said  calmly,  facing  down  the  horde. 

He  could  feel  his  companions’  anxiety,  but  had  no  need  of  it  any longer.  He  could  handle  this  on  his  own—he  just  needed  them  to stay behind and not get involved. “Destroy anything that manages to slip through. Tie it up in vines and beat it to death if you have to.” 

“Alec, there’s too many of them!” Eleira cried. 

Alec  shook  his  head.  “I’ve  got  this!”  he  yelled,  not  knowing what it was exactly that he had. “Just keep each other safe!” 

Alec had never felt anything like this from his garment before. 

It  had  moved  him,  whispered  to  him,  even  tried  to  influence  his decisions—but never had the Bloodcloak felt like a living thing to this degree. 

It  shimmied  over  his  shoulder  blades,  becoming  suddenly loose  around  his  shoulders.  Alec  let  out  a  cry  of  shock  as  the garment  unwound  itself  from  him,  floating  into  the  open  air  like  a handkerchief  lost  on  the  breeze.  For  several  heartbeats,  as  Alec watched the Bloodcloak flutter and the horde of worm monsters bear down on him, he wondered if he’d finally been forsaken. 

And then, the gift of the Archon finally lived up to its name. 

The first worm monster to try and close the distance to Alec found itself wrapped up helplessly in the crimson fabric. The creature had  just  enough  time  to  realize  its  situation  and  try  to  break  free when  the  cloak   twisted,  filling  the  air  with  a  sound  like  a  windmill’s gears  grinding  to  a  halt.  The  monster  exploded  in  a  burst  of  gore, squashed like a bug by the fabric. 

Maggots  rained  down  on  the  stone  as  the  Bloodcloak  shot off,  already  heading  to  its  next  target.  The  thing  moved  like  a lightning  strike,  wrapping  itself  around  worm  monster  after  worm monster and destroying them just as quickly. It was as if the hand of the  Archon  himself  gripped  each  monster  as  the  crimson  fabric subdued them, squeezing them into a pulp. 

Alec’s  jaw  dropped  open.  Then  he  grabbed  the Diamondspear, waded into the battle, and got to work. 

He’d  been  right.  He  didn’t  need  the  rest  of  his  group  to  do anything but stay out of the way. The Bloodcloak flew through the air like  a  crimson  smear,  soon  covered  in  the  remains  of  dozens  of helpless  worm  monsters  as  the  magical  gift  tore  them  to  shreds. 

Alec’s spear moved like death itself in the midst of the rest, stabbing and slashing and striking until worm monsters lay by the dozens at his  feet.  Wherever  his  weapon  touched,  the  fiends  died,  red  light spilling  from  their  eyes  and  mouths  as  the  Bloodcloak’s  strange power ripped through them. 

In no time at all, the horde of creatures lay across the floor in piles of maggoty gore. Alec stomped over them, heading for his true objective—their queen. 

Though  blind,  the  mother  of  maggots  could  smell  the carnage. Its wide mouth opened in a snarl as it wriggled through the cavern,  intent  on  biting  through  Alec’s  all  too  human  body.  The Bloodcloak,  having  completed  its  tour  of  destruction  through  the tunnel,  now  fluttered  back  to  him  and  settled  on  his  shoulders, snapping its clasp closed with a click. Not a drop of blood remained on the fabric—it looked as if it had been freshly cleaned. 

More red light covered the hilt of Alec’s weapon. Holding it in a  two-handed  grip,  he  strode  down  the  stone  steps,  slashing  the spear  before  him  like  a  farmer  harvesting  grain.  Each  slash  left  a faint afterimage in the darkened air of the cavern—like a cut through the very fabric of reality itself. They flickered in strange colors before fading,  making  Alec  think  of  another  type  of  magic  he’d  seen recently. 

Having been so intent on reaching the top of the tunnel only moments  ago,  the  Maggot  now  tried  to  do  the  opposite  with  all  its might.  The  thing  flexed  and  wiggled,  backing  further  and  further down  the  tunnel  each  time  Alec  swung  his  spear.  More  steps emerged from beneath the monster, covered in gore, but Alec didn’t let up the attack for a moment. 

The  next  swing  of  the  Diamondspear  slashed  across  the monster’s flesh. The Maggot let out an ear-splitting cry, rocks falling from  the  ceiling  of  the  tunnel.  It  slid  backward,  the  cut  in  its  flesh spilling open like an overfilled sack as thousands of maggots rained down on the stones. 

“Oh Archon, I think I’m going to be sick,” he heard Alison say behind him. “This  is what lays at the heart of the Haunted Isle?” 

 It’s always been here,  Alec thought, stabbing the spear deep into  the  creature  with  a  two-handed  stab.  In  the  beginning,  it  didn’t even  have  a  form—it  was  just  energy,  an  energy  that  existed nowhere  save  for  this  island.  When  the  Inscribers  came,  when commerce  came  to  the  island,  it  watched  and  waited.  And  when those living on the Haunted Isle began to die, the power held them here instead of sending them to the other side. That’s how the place got its name…

The  images  flashed  through  Alec’s  mind  as  he  struck  the creature again and again. Black blood the consistency of tar flowed from the monster’s wounds now, mingling with the maggots inside it as it backed down the corridor. 

 They  discovered  the  spirits,  then  made  peace  with  them. 

 Came  to  an  agreement,  the  way  Alison  talks  about.  But  someone

 must have noticed the energy the spirits radiated—energy that isn’t available anywhere else in the world. 

The  monster  screamed,  its  cry  less  of  fury  now  than  that  of pity. It backed up before Alec’s blows, beginning to slump against the cavern floor. 

 Everything  was  fine  until  they  touched  it,  Alec  thought.  The minute they wielded Alteration Magic for the first time, they began to take  power  away  from  the  thing  that  lived  beneath  this  island.  And that made it their enemy. Just like it’s now mine…

Something crumbled beneath the monster, and suddenly the tunnel was free. 

Alec struck forward with the Diamondspear, but there was no longer anything for him to hit. Cold air rushed into the tunnel as the blockage  cleared,  revealing  a  much  larger  chamber  that  extended both above and beneath the tunnel in which Alec and his friends had been fighting. 

Alec realized what had happened: the Maggot had backed up so far that it had fallen out of the tunnel entirely. They’d fought it all the way back to the core, the heart of the Haunted Isle. Somewhere beneath  here,  he  knew,  every  ghost  in  the  mausoleums  had  just stopped  dancing  and  was  staring  upward,  waiting  to  see  how  this final battle would shake out. 

What  remained  of  the  monster  lay  at  the  bottom  of  the cavern,  wriggling  in  pain.  Countless  clumps  of  wormlike  creatures had been sheared away from its flesh between the attacks and the fall, and now what stretched across the dank, mossy bottom of the cave was only slightly larger than a human being. As Alec watched, his  hand  on  his  weapon,  the  form  of  the  monster  shimmered  and transformed into a naked woman with the head of a deer, covered in cuts and bruises. 

“At  last,”  Alec  said.  He  dropped  from  the  lip  of  the  tunnel without fear, trusting in the Bloodcloak to break his fall. The crimson garment  clutched  him  once,  just  before  he  hit  the  ground,  sending

him  horizontal  instead  of  vertical.  He  hit  the  dirt  with  a  slight  groan and stared down at the remains of the creature. 

Shikasta  was  either  too  weak  to  speak  directly  into  Alec’s head or had simply stopped caring. A thin, reed-like rasp escaped its bestial throat, the creature having to work to form them into words. 

“Diamondspear, ”  the  woman  whispered,  holding  up  a  hand. 

“Please…” 

Alec  switched  his  weapon  to  a  two-handed  grip.  As  he  did, he thought about all those who depended on him to bring this war to an end. The citizens of the city above, who would no longer have to worry  about  attacks  from  monsters  in  the  darkness.  The  ghosts  of the Haunted Isle’s catacombs, who could finally go to the Other Side and their rest. 

And most of all, Alison Raleigh: who would finally be able to see her parents again in the city of the Inscribers. Alec had quite a few  questions  for  those  people—chief  among  them  whether  they would join him in the fight against Chaos. 

Pity did exist in Alec’s heart, of course. Looking at a broken creature like Shikasta, one couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit awful. But this  monster  had  hurt  so  many  people.  Alec  hardened  his  heart against too much pity: had this creature managed to win the fight, it would have shown him none. 

“It’s  time  you  went  back  to  your  rest,”  Alec  said,  slowly crossing  the  cavern  toward  the  fallen  woman.  Shikasta  made  no move to flee—from the looks of her, she couldn’t even if she wanted to.  “The  Haunted  Isle  will  be  haunted  no  more.  You  should  never have been woken in the first place.” 

A strange gurgle left the fallen deer woman. Alec stood over her, her pale red eyes reflected in the steel and silver of his weapon. 

For  a  moment,  he  thought  she  was  trying  to  beg  for  mercy—and failing—then the realization hit him. 

Shikasta was laughing. 

Alec ducked out of the way just in time. Suddenly, the walls of the cavern he’d dropped into were alive and wriggling—over a dozen

tendrils  had  just  shot  from  concealed  cracks  in  the  stone.  As  they unfurled,  Alec’s  sense  of  recognition  left  him  frozen  in  his  tracks. 

He’d seen these creatures before. 

One of them had guarded the gem in the cave outside of the Royal Academy. 

Hideous  eyes  opened  in  the  darkness.  Again,  Alec  was struck with the strange sensation that they all somehow belonged to the  same  creature—one that lurked deep beneath the earth, sending its  eyes  to  spy  on  distant  kingdoms  and  lands.  The  eyes  blinked, glassy and gold, glowing with an unearthly light. 

“Trystara!”  Alec  shouted,  trying  to  find  a  corner  of  the  room out of range of the creatures. “Eleira! Maimonides! I need your help

—” 

Black flames exploded across the ceiling. 

As  one,  all  the  eye  stalks  froze.  Far  above  Alec’s  head,  a rippling  wave  of  heat  sizzled  the  cavern’s  ceiling.  The  creatures seemed to both fear it and welcome it—as if whatever created such a thing was on their side. 

 Because it is,  Alec realized, his heart skipping a beat.  Oh no. 

 No no no…

The  flames  dissolved,  revealing  a  massive  black  figure clinging to the ceiling of the cavern’s core. 

Firemane, the corrupted familiar. 

Chapter 22







“Firemane!” Eleira leaned over the side of the tunnel wall, her eyes wide with fright and recognition. “It’s me, baby! It’s  Eleira!” 

Whatever  capacity  the  familiar  had  to  recognize  its  former mistress  had  long  since  atrophied.  Firemane  looked  even  fiercer than  Alec  had  seen  before—even  in  battle,  the  great  black  dragon hadn’t  commanded  this  kind  of  sinister  majesty.  The  remnants  of Ru’un’s alteration process still showed on the dragon’s body, plates of  thick  metal  sticking  out  here  and  there  from  the  creature’s  jet-black scales. It was hard to tell which provided more protection, so thick was the dragon’s natural hide. 

“He doesn’t know you,” Alec said, shaking his head. If Eleira didn’t get a hold of herself, she’d walk right into her own demise. “I can bring him back! I just need you to— ahhh! ” 

One  of  the  eyestalks  fired  a  beam  the  width  of  a  finger  in Alec’s direction. It didn’t look like much, but everywhere it touched, it left  a  smoking  hole  in  the  stone  of  the  cavern’s  wall.  The  beam passed just over Alec’s head, so close that he could smell where the tips of his own hair had been singed by the heat. 

Two  more  of  the  eye  stalks  turned  to  regard  him.  Each flashed  with  a  telltale  sign  right  before  their  energy  beams  fired:  a golden  glow  like  the  flicker  of  a  torch  that  had  just  been  lit.  Alec reasoned that if he could just keep his eyes on the things, to know when they were going to strike, he could dodge their attacks. 

Problem was, there were so  many  of the things! One or two he  could  handle,  but  nearly  a  dozen  crawled  over  the  various surfaces in the cavern. If they all focused on him at once, he’d be a goner. 

Alec  clutched  the  Bloodcloak,  whispering  to  it.  “Do  your thing,”  he  commanded,  ripping  off  the  cloak  and  tossing  it  at  the nearest eye stalk. 

As  energy  beams  whistled  over  his  head,  Alec  watched  the Archon’s gift strangle the life out of one of the strange tendrils. The garment didn’t seem to be able to make them explode the way it had done to the worms, possibly because the root of the creature lay so far underground. But it was able to block its attacks completely. As Alec  watched,  a  golden  glow  showed  through  the  fabric—then  a bright flash and a muffled sound. Yes, the Bloodcloak could block the energy beams, alright! 

A  figure  landed  on  the  stone  next  to  Alec.  He  should  have known  Trystara  would  be  the  first  to  throw  herself  into  danger  for him.  Despite  losing  her  own  Alteration  Magic,  the  demoness  had rarely  looked  fiercer.  She’d  waded  through  blood  and  gore  for  him this  night,  proving  her  loyalty  a  thousand  times  over.  Alec  made  a mental note to never,  ever  bother her about her evolutions again—if she wanted to stay in this form for the rest of her life, he was more than happy to let her. She was  family, for the Archon’s sake! 

“I  recognize  these  things,”  the  demoness  growled,  shoving Alec  out  of  the  path  of  another  eye  stalk  as  an  energy  beam  fired across  the  cavern.  “Last  time  there  was  only  one  of  them,  though, and it just about killed us all!” 

“We’ve  got  more  advantages  this  time  around,”  Alec  said, gesturing  at  the  Bloodcloak  wrapped  tight  around  one  of  the  eye stalks. “Listen, if you and the others can get me clear of these things for a minute or two, I think I know how to snap Firemane out of this monster’s control. But I’m going to need to concentrate in order to do it!” 

The  demoness  laughed.  “Concentration’s  in  short  supply,” 

she  said,  aiming  a  swift  slash  at  an  eye  stalk  slithering  across  a nearby wall. “But I’ll see what I can do!” 

The demoness took off like a jet, sailing to the entrance of the tunnel high above. Any fear Alec might have had that she’d decided

to  flee  disappeared  when  she  came  back  carrying  two  figures—

Maimonides and Viya. 

“Good  heavens,  they’re  everywhere!”  the  gnome  said  as soon  as  he’d  landed.  His  segmented  whip  flashed  in  his  hands, glowing  blue  with  arcane  energy.  “And  if  that’s  not  bad  enough, Eleira’s  dragon  is  here  as  well.  You’ve  gotten  us  into  some  sticky situations,  lad,  but  I  can’t  ever  remember  being  quite  this outnumbered…” 

Viya  was  already  shaking  her  head.  “There’s  only  one monster,” the dark elf said, her eyes alight with understanding. “Kill Shikasta, and the rest of these creatures will retreat. Wait, where did she go!?” 

Alec looked to the center of the cavern. A bloodstain covered the floor where the deer-headed woman had been moments ago, but she was nowhere to be seen. 

“Damn  it!”  Frustration  coursed  through  Alec’s  veins.  “Just focus on the stalks for now! We’ll flush her out one way or another!” 

Maimonides and Viya nodded, then waded into battle. Almost immediately,  the  tide  began  to  turn.  The  stalks  were  extremely powerful when they outnumbered Alec, but in one-on-one fights, they could  do  little  but  fill  the  air  with  deadly,  yet  easily  outmaneuvered energy beams. 

The  same  could  not  be  said  of  the  dragon  high  above  their heads, however. 

As  soon  as  the  familiar  saw  Alec  and  his  friends,  it  sprang into action. The black dragon dropped from the ceiling like a stone, ignoring  the  pleas  of  Eleira  high  above  in  the  tunnel.  It  landed  in  a gust of wind, knocking Alec off his feet. It dug into the floor with its claws, carving deep gouges as if marking its territory. 

Alec  staggered  to  his  feet,  then  reached  out  for  the Bloodcloak.  He  summoned  it  with  a  thought,  snapping  it  from  its position to his hand in mere moments.  That felt good!  Alec thought, grinning with his newfound power. 

He glanced up to see the dragon just before him. His friends surrounded him in that great stone cavern, but the black dragon had eyes only for him. Firemane was no fool, in his ordinary form or his corrupted  one.  He  knew  that  as  powerful  as  the  others  down  here with him were, their abilities were candles next to the bright, burning sun of Alec’s powers. 

Alec concentrated, pulling the element of Ice from the crystal at  his  belt  and  the  element  of  Earth  from  the  rocky  ground  below. 

Cold  and  dirt  twisted  inside  his  guts,  a  maelstrom  he’d  long  since learned how to control. The Diamondspear spun in his hands like a living thing, a snake ready to strike. 

“I  don’t  want  to  kill  you,”  Alec  growled,  facing  the  creature down. “Let me free you, Firemane…” 

The dragon’s beady red eyes blinked in the darkness. For a brief  moment,  Alec  saw  some  of  the  true  dragon  return  to  them—

some  trace  of  the  creature  who  had  perched  on  Eleira’s  shoulder and  flown  them  across  the  ocean  to  the  Haunted  Isle.  He  reached out with mental fingers toward the dragon’s scales, intending to grab the strange element within the familiar and tug it free. 

Instead, his touch found only fire. 

Alec snapped away as if stung. That had hurt! What on earth had that monster done to Firemane…? 

As  if  summoned  by  the  thought,  a  figure  rose  from  the dragon’s  broad  back.  Alec’s  heart  sank  as  he  realized  the  truth—

Shikasta hadn’t fled from the underground chamber at all. 

Instead,  she   rode   Firemane,  trusting  in  her  new  familiar  to win the day. 

The dragon opened its mouth and roared, releasing a wave of  pure  black  flame.  The  very  fabric  of  time  rippled  weirdly  as  that black wall cascaded across the stone, threatening to destroy friend and foe alike. Alec knew he had only moments to react. 

“Everyone  to  me!”  he  roared,  springing  not  away  from  but toward  the  danger.  If  that  wall  hit  his  friends,  it  would  kill  them  all. 

Channeling  ice  and  earth  together,  he  aimed  the  twin  flows  within

him toward the floor of the cavern and  tugged  like someone trying to pull the tablecloth at a fancy dinner without disturbing the silverware and dishes. 

It worked. The ground rose before him, forming a wave out of the very earth itself. It slammed into the dragon’s flame, providing a shield that spared his friends. 

The  rest  of  the  group  had  taken  the  hint  immediately.  In  a flash,  Maimonides,  Viya,  and  Trystara  were  all  by  his  side.  Alec gestured  toward  the  tunnel,  making  a  ‘get  back’  gesture  to  ensure Alison  and  Eleira  didn’t  try  any  foolhardy  tricks  like  jumping  into battle. He couldn’t see them from this far down—he just had to hope they got the message. 

Firemane  had  already  begun  charging  another  attack.  Alec drained the rest of the crystal at his belt and shoved as much earth energy as he could absorb from the cavern floor into his core. Taking so  much  at  once  hurt  a  bit,  but  he’d  need  it  to  block  the  dragon’s attacks. Part of him wished he had the Shield Ring back from Eleira, but  he  doubted  even  that  relic  could  block  a  direct  strike  from  the dragon’s black flame attack. 

The  deer-headed  woman  cackled  across  Firemane’s  back. 

“Look,  they’re  all  right  there!”  she  rasped,  pointing  with  her  human hand. “They’ve lined themselves up for you, dear! They’re eager for the barbeque!” 

“Alec,”  Maimonides  asked  beside  him,  “you   can   block another one of that monster’s attacks, can’t you?” 

“That  monster  is Firemane,” Alec said in response. “And yes

—but hopefully I won’t have to. I have a plan!” 

“If  you’ve  got  a  plan,  you’d  better  start  putting  it  into  motion now,”  Viya  said,  pointing  a  finger  toward  the  ceiling  of  the  massive cavern. “This whole place is liable to collapse any minute now!” 

Once glance at the ceiling and Alec knew she was right. The eye stalks and their energy beams had weakened the foundations of the  great  stone  chamber—and  Firemane  had  come  along  to  finish the job. Alec doubted he’d be lucky enough for a cave-in to destroy

Shikasta, and even if it did, killing Firemane in the bargain was not a price he felt willing to pay. There had to be some way to drain that awful energy from the dragon’s body…

Firemane reared back on his hind legs, filling the cavern with a  leonine  roar.  Tongues  of  black  flame  flickered  from  the  dragon’s mouth,  smoke  rising  to  the  ceiling  as  the  creature  prepared  to unleash  another  scorching,  disintegrating  wave  of  that  corrupted magic. 

With  his  friends  surrounding  him,  Alec  mixed  the  elements inside of him, preparing to throw up another wall to block Firemane’s attack. Alec swallowed hard, hoping against hope that the cavern’s walls would hold up long enough to keep them all safe. 

Then,  just  before  Firemane  attacked,  the  worst  thing  that could have possibly happened happened. 

A scream filled the air, coming from somewhere high above Alec’s head. At first, he thought someone had fallen from the tunnel high above—then, with a sickening sensation, he realized someone had jumped. No, not just someone. 

Eleira. 

The  elf  girl  threw  herself  over  the  edge  in  a  flying  leap, headed  straight  for  Firemane’s  broad  back.  She  tumbled  end  over end, gripping her grimoire tightly as she readied a spell to break her fall. 

“Get off my familiar! ” she screamed, her voice crackling with emotion. “You monster!” 

Firemane  paused,  black  flames  covering  the  rim  of  his mouth,  and  stared  up  at  the  falling  elf.  One  snort  was  all  it  would take to cover Eleira in fire, burning her to her core. Alec didn’t think—

he  just  reacted.  Grabbing  the  ground  beneath  him  and  pulling,  he seized  the  Bloodcloak  and  sent  a  mental  command  into  the  fabric: up! 

The  world  shimmered  around  Alec  as  he  teleported.  In  an instant,  he  stood  on  the  top  of  Firemane’s  black,  scaly  head, watching Eleira plummet toward him. Far below, a ridge of rock rose

from  the  floor,  Alec’s  attempt  to  forestall  Firemane’s  attack  if  the black dragon decided to vent his flames all over his friends. 

But  it  looked  like  that  was  unnecessary.  Something  strange flashed in Firemane’s red eyes as the elf girl soared toward him. Did the dragon recognize his keeper? Was that a glint of recognition in the creature’s eyes? 

Shikasta  didn’t  like  that  one  bit.  The  deer-headed  woman beat at Firemane’s flanks with her fists, hissing in an ancient tongue Alec found impossible to decipher. The intent, however, could not be denied:   kill.  Firemane’s  eyes  narrowed,  the  war  within  the  dragon evident  on  its  face  as  whatever  good  remained  inside  of  it  tried  to keep it from torching its own mistress. 

Alec  had  only  one  option.  He  didn’t  want  to  hurt  Eleira’s familiar,  but  he  had  no  choice.  He  slammed  the  Diamondspear directly  downward,  piercing  the  scales  on  the  top  of  the  dragon’s head with the tip of the steel spear. 

Firemane  screamed  as  if  his  world  was  coming  apart.  Only an inch or so of the spear managed to penetrate the dragon’s thick scales,  but  Firemane  shrieked  as  if  he’d  been  struck  right  through. 

The  dragon  reared  backward,  shifting  his  weight  and  sending Shikasta tumbling backward from her position on the familiar’s neck. 

The-deer  headed  woman  rolled,  her  antlers  leaving  scrapes  across Firemane’s flesh despite his armor. 

Then  Eleira  collided  directly  into  her,  and  both  rolled  off  the dragon. 

Alec cried out as Eleira disappeared from view, falling without a  sound.  The  deer-headed  woman  let  out  a  shocked  little  noise  as she plummeted to the ground—from where he sat, Alec watched her smack into the stone floor of the cavern and bounce with a sickening crunch. He felt as if he were going to be sick. 

“Eleira!”  Alec  cried,  leaning  over  the  other  side  of  the  great black dragon. Firemane writhed beneath him, as if something inside Eleira’s  familiar  had  been  knocked  loose  by  the  collision.  Alec peered down, terrified of what he might see. 

Eleira  was  nowhere  to  be  found.  Then  he  saw  her—the  elf girl, hanging from the edge of one of Firemane’s mighty wings. The familiar  retained  enough  of  itself  to  give  his  mistress  a  handhold—

something to break her fall. Eleira hung from a scale, ten feet over the ground. 

“Thank you, Firemane!” The elf girl beamed up at her familiar. 

“I knew you wouldn’t forget me!” 

The dragon’s eyes were already beginning to cloud over with hate.  Alec  grabbed  at  the  creature’s  scales—and  with  a  start, realized  the  terrible  pain  he’d  felt  on  first  touching  that  strange energy had disappeared. 

His gaze traveled to the cavern’s floor.  It was her,  he realized, watching as the broken body of the deer-headed woman struggled to rise.  Were  Shikasta  anything  other  than  the  ancient  monster  of  the Haunted Isle, that fall would have killed her or at least knocked her unconscious. Alec’s friends gathered around her, watching, trying to decide whether to attack the monster while it was down. 

Alec  closed  his  eyes.  Energy  flowed  through  his  fingers, crackling  across  Firemane’s  black  scales  as  the  dragon  let  out  a mournful  howl.  I’ve  got  you,  buddy,  Alec  thought,  the  corner  of  his mouth curling in a smirk. 

No  matter  how  many  times  Alec  touched  that  strange element,  it  never  failed  to  give  him  a  thrill.  It  simply  didn’t  feel  like anything  he’d  ever  experienced  before—it  felt  as  if  it  were  of  all elements  and  none  at  all,  at  the  same  time.  He  felt  tremendous power in each small bit of it, and a strange sadness filled his chest as he began to absorb Shikasta’s power into himself. 

This would remove all the spirits from the Haunted Isle. But it would  free  them,  all  the  same.  Yes,  the  Inscribers  would  lose  a powerful tool in their arsenal against Chaos—but this power should never have been brought into the world in the first place. Firemane was simply too overpowered—in this form, he could burn kingdoms without a second thought. 

 You  could  keep  the  power  for  yourself,  a  little  voice whispered in the back of his head. Strangely, it sounded almost like the  whispers  he  sometimes  heard  from  the  Bloodcloak  when  it activated  its  abilities.  Think  of  everything  you  could  do,  Alec.  You could  save  them  all—Uriel,  Tanuin,  even  your  parents.  They’re somewhere out there, lad, waiting for you…

The  notion  was  so  seductive  that  Alec  barely  realized  how much  of  the  strange  energy  he  was  draining  from  Firemane.  The dragon’s  black  scales  turned  to  black  patches,  which  looked  like strange  dark  blotches  against  his  gold  and  red  coat.  Firemane bucked and thrashed, the familiar he used to be doing battle against the monster the Haunted Isle had turned him into. 

 Yes,  Alec  thought,  the  power  filling  him.  His  gaze  traveled down the length of the cavern, where the deer-headed woman who’d caused him so much trouble sat with her back against the cold stone wall. Her bestial eyes blinked slowly up at him, as if she knew all too well the torrent in his mind. 

He could kill her. And then take the power for himself. She’d caused him so much grief, after all—it was only right that the force behind Alteration Magic be used for good. There was  so  much good Alec  could  do  with  that  power!  He  could  set  everything  right—the accusations against Uriel would be gone in an instant. The spies and servants of Chaos would be tossed from the Royal Academy. Even the grimoires, the very symbols of magic in the kingdoms, would be his  to  distribute.  Not  to  the  common  people,  as  Alison  Raleigh wanted, but to those  he  chose—his most faithful servants…

“Alec!?”  Eleira’s  voice  cut  through  his  thoughts.  “What  on earth are you  doing!? ” 

He  looked  down.  A  few  moments  ago,  the  corruption  had almost  fled  from  Firemane’s  scales—now  it  was  back  with  a vengeance.  Rippling  plates  of  chitin  covered  the  dragon,  replacing the armored plates that had been put there by Ru’un and Viya. They seemed  even  stronger  than  before,  as  if  the  dragon  were  being made more powerful than ever by Alec’s will. 

The  Bloodcloak  was  going  absolutely   crazy.  Alec  felt  the garment like a living presence in his skull—a tidal wave of emotion coursed through him that made the battle fury of the Diamondspear look mild in comparison. Resisting it was like trying to hold back the tide. 

“Lad, whatever you’re doing, stop it!” That was Maimonides, who  stood  far  below  on  the  cavern’s  floor,  not  far  from  where Shikasta  had  ended  up  in  her  crawling.  The  gnome  wore  an expression  of  pure  panic—all  of  Alec’s  friends  did.  “Firemane  isn’t turning back the way he was!” 

 Of course he’s not,  Alec thought with a snicker.  Why should he be? 

Somewhere far below, he heard a terrified sound erupt from Shikasta’s  throat.  The  queen  of  the  Haunted  Isle  knew  that  she’d been beaten—and she knew what was coming next. Alec stretched out  mental  hands,  grasping  at  the  ancient  creature’s  flesh.  He’d absorb the power of the Haunted Isle directly from her, pulling it into his core. And he’d  never  let it go. 

Gradually, Alec’s friends began to realize that something was very wrong. The Bloodcloak hissed around the youth’s shoulders like a snake, coiling around him with no less deadliness than a python on the  hunt.  Power  surged  through  Alec  as  he  drained  the  monster laying on the cave floor, taking the energy that had once suffused the land and bringing it into himself. 

Someone landed next to him on Firemane’s broad back. No, three  someones. All with the exact same face and hair. 

“Alison?” Just saying the word was hard—all he wanted to do was  concentrate  on  the  power  flowing  through  the  heart  of  the Haunted  Isle.  He  knew  without  knowing  that  back  in  Job’s  Bet,  the Forge had gone cold and quiet, its energy finally drained. 

“I  don’t  know  what’s  gotten  into  you,”  the  three  blondes chorused  as  one.  “But  I’m  not  going  to  let  you  become  an  even bigger monster than that deer-headed wench…” 

Alec  snickered  as  the  three  clones  made  to  encircle  him.  A pincer move—it was the same tactic Alison Raleigh had used inside of the Phantasmic Projector. She was so predictable. 

It  was  easy  to  pick  out  the  true  Alison  from  the  false  ones when  you  knew  what  you  were  doing.  Flexing  mental  muscles  he didn’t even realize he had a few moments ago, Alec grabbed hold of the  Bloodcloak  and   flexed  its  power.  The  real  Alison  vanished  in  a puff of smoke, reappearing on the floor of the cavern among several dead, desiccated eye stalks. 

“He teleported me down!” Alison cried, shocked to her core. 

“Someone stop him before he finishes transforming that dragon!” 

It  was  too  late,  Alec  knew.  His  hands  felt  as  if  they  were fused to the dragon beneath him—the energy coursing through them both  formed  a  thick  cord  that  was  impossible  to  break.  An  entire army couldn’t get Alec to relinquish this power. Not when it promised the world, and the ability to shape entire kingdoms. 

Rough  hands  tugged  at  his  shoulders.  “Alec,  sweetheart, please,” a voice pleaded. Eleira’s face floated before him, wavy and insubstantial. Something strange was happening to Alec’s senses—it was becoming difficult to concentrate. He felt almost as if something were trying to burst out of his head, some kind of horn beneath the surface of his skull—

“You’ve got to let Firemane go!” Eleira’s hands tugged at Alec to  no  avail.  Tears  streamed  down  the  elf  girl’s  face  as  she  made  a desperate final effort to turn him back from the brink. “Please, Alec, you’re hurting him! You’ve got to stop…!” 

Alec didn’t even hear. This time the Bloodcloak acted without his consent or approval, whisking the elf girl back to the mouth of the tunnel along the wall the way a picnicker might flick an annoying ant away from their lunch. Alec turned back to the scales he held in his hands,  noting  vaguely  the  way  they  glowed.  Every  color  of  the rainbow glistened across those scales, along with several that were completely  unknown  in  nature.  Beneath  him,  Firemane  began  to howl  in  a  voice  that  could  shake  bones.  There  was  no  telling  what

the  massive  black  dragon  was  about  to  become,  but  Alec  couldn’t wait to find out. 

The  foundations  of  the  world  were  about  to  tremble.  The power was his! The Haunted Isle was his! 

Then a slender figure landed on Firemane’s back, tucking in her wings. 

“Master.”  The  simple  word  cut  through  Alec’s  senses, returning him to the present moment. He blinked rapidly, seeing the gray-skinned demoness before him as if he were looking at her for the  very  first  time.  Her  red  eyes  glistened  with  tears  as  she  stared him down, her claws fully extended at her side. 

“What... what are you doing?” Alec managed. 

“Stopping you,” the demoness said, shaking her head sadly. 

“I can’t let you become as evil as she is, Master. I’ve got to break the connection between you and Firemane.” 

Alec  glanced  down  at  his  hands.  With  a  start,  he  realized they’d begun to glow so brightly it was hard to tell where he ended and the familiar began. Apart from that glow, however, Firemane was jet black—his skin as dark as Viya’s. 

He  looked  down  at  the  ruin  of  Shikasta’s  body—and  heard her laughing. 

 She’s tried to trick me,  he thought, snapping fully back to his senses.  Her  last  saving  throw  against  death.  No  doubt  if  she’d succeeded, she’d have possessed me completely. 

In fact, Alec suddenly realized that’s just what she’d done in the  past.  The  deer-headed  woman  must  have  been  some  kind  of local spirit who’d fallen into the same trap as Alec. Now she served that  fell  power  utterly—and  unless  someone  did  something,  Alec would as well. 

He tried pulling his hands away, to no avail. “I can’t break it,” 

he said, panic filling his voice. “It won’t let me let go!” 

The power continued to build, draining from the body of the deer-headed woman all on its own. Alec could no more stop it than

he could stop the tides from rolling onto the beach, could stop time from passing second by second. The process he’d started could not be stopped. 

Not by him, at least. 

There were tears in Trystara’s eyes. The demoness’s breasts heaved in her tight, confining outfit, her hands balled into fists. 

“I  know,  Master,”  Trystara  whispered,  stepping  forward.  She put one hand onto his wrist, her palm blocking the immense light and heat  spilling  from  the  connection  between  himself  and  the  familiar. 

Alec was a little surprised touching it didn’t burn her hand. “I know. 

That’s why I have to do this.” 

“Do what?” Alec asked. But deep down, in his heart of hearts, he already knew. 

Trystara sighed, tilting her head back and closing her eyes. 

And then, before his eyes, she began to  transform. 

Alec  had  only  been  witness  to  a  familiar’s  evolution  once before  in  his  life,  when  Eleira’s  familiar  Firemane  had  ascended  to his evolved form above the beast stable at the Royal Academy. That had been a wondrous, magical process—the kind of thing a lover of the  elements  lived  to  witness  a  handful  of  times  in  their  life,  if  they were lucky. 

Compared to that, this was quick and clean. Light shimmered across  Trystara’s  skin,  her  silhouette  losing  definition  as  her  bones and sinews twisted and cracked. The demoness gained a good six inches  in  height  almost  immediately,  her  frame  elongating  and shifting her center of gravity to support her new body. Her long white hair lengthened all the way down to her thighs, twining around itself in long tresses that resembled a Valkyrie’s braids. 

Armor  spread  across  her  body,  even  as  her  curves deepened.  Trystara  had  always  been  very  easy  on  the  eyes,  even Alec  could  see  that,  but  her  evolved  form  looked  something  like  a cross between a warrior goddess and one designed for fertility. Her skin remained a dusky, uniform gray, but now tattoos in swirling, eye-catching  designs  spread  across  her  arms  and  legs,  with  one  rune

covering the space above her right eye and stretching down to her cheek. 

Her  wings  extended  like  those  of  an  eagle,  and  her  horns elongated  to  match.  They  curved  around  themselves  in  spirals  like an  orchestral  instrument,  thick  and  black  like  deadly  weapons.  A long tail emerged from her lower back, stretching all the way to her ankles and segmented like Maimonides’s whip. 

Most  shocking  of  all  was  the  crown.  Alec  didn’t  know  if Trystara  was  some  form  of  royalty,  or  if  it  was  just  for  show,  but  a diadem of obsidian now sat atop the demoness’s brow like an edict from the Archon himself. It matched her black armor perfectly. 

Trystara  stretched  and  sighed,  only  the  whites  of  her  eyes showing as she adjusted to her new form. Standing before him, she looked  like  a  dark  angel  ready  to  storm  the  gates  of  the  Archon’s Palace. With a snap of her fingers, she summoned a black sword of the  aether,  a  liquid  blade  that  quivered  like  water  whenever  she swung it. 

“I  did  it,”  the  demoness  said,  looking  down  at  her  altered form. “I evolved. And I’m  still me.” 

Alec  stared  at  his  familiar.  If  he’d  been  standing  on  solid ground,  he’d  have  had  to  pick  his  jaw  up  off  the  floor.  “Trystara—

you’re beautiful,” he said. Both mage and familiar could tell he meant nothing lewd by it: Alec simply admired her grace and power, both of which were so much greater now in her evolved form. 

Trystara  gave  her  Master  a  little  bow,  embellishing  it  with  a nod  of  her  head.  “I’m  me,”  she  whispered,  locking  eyes  with  him. 

“And you’re staying you! ” 

The  demoness  swung  the  black  sword,  aiming  right  for  the link between Alec and Firemane. 

A flash like the entire world being set on fire consumed Alec’s vision.  He  reared  back,  his  hands  suddenly  free—and  the  power drained from him, spraying through the air like morning mist. Colors far  beyond  the  visual  spectrum  filled  the  cavern,  casting phantasmagoric shadows on the stone walls. 

The  deer-headed  woman  was  on  her  feet,  screaming.  Alec couldn’t hear her over the din—he could feel her dissolving, but her power  was  no  longer  heading  into  him.  It  was  going...  well, everywhere. Back into the earth itself, poured into the ground like a flood from a riverbank. 

 Where  it  belongs,  Alec  thought,  tumbling  backward  off Firemane. 

Were  it  not  for  Trystara,  he’d  have  hit  the  ground  headfirst going  far  too  fast  to  avoid  injury.  But  in  her  evolved  form,  the demoness  was  quick  as  a  lightning  strike.  Her  claws  gripped  his ankle,  stopping  his  descent  a  few  feet  above  the  ground.  Alec opened his eyes, seeing the cavern upside down. Maimonides and Viya held each other, staring up at the ceiling with tears in their eyes. 

What were they staring at? Alison and Eleira were safe in the tunnel, and Shikasta was dissolving—

With  a  great  effort,  Alec  flexed  his  stomach  muscles  and looked up. 

Firemane had finally lived up to his name. The great dragon appeared  to  be  ablaze,  bright  flames  of  pure  energy  coursing  from his  scales  as  he  vented  the  power  of  the  Haunted  Isle  itself. 

Firemane  roared  in  triumph  as  his  gold  and  red  scales  reasserted themselves, his evolved form holding sway as he transformed back into his old self. 

Eleira  jumped  from  the  tunnel’s  mouth,  and  this  time, Firemane caught her. She landed atop her familiar’s back, clutching and  kissing  his  scales  as  she  welcomed  her  beloved  companion back.  Tears  beaded  in  Alec’s  eyes  as  he  hung  upside  down, watching the display. 

Then  Alec  realized  something.  No  cloak  hung  before  his eyes. Had he lost the Bloodcloak? 

As he thought it, the crimson garment floated into the fray. As Shikasta screamed, dissolving into a thousand splintered shards, the deer-headed woman left behind a massive crystal heart the color of blood. It appeared to be no coincidence that it was the same shade

as  the  Bloodcloak  itself—the  garment  soared  toward  the  rock  the way a man dying of thirst runs to an oasis in the desert. Alec couldn’t have stopped the thing, not even if he’d tried. 

The  cloak  wrapped  itself  around  the  crystal,  glowing  bright red.  It   absorbed   the  power,  the  same  way  Alec  absorbed  the elements  with  his  natural  magic.  Slowly,  the  red  glow  ceased,  and when it was gone, so was the crystal. 

“What was that?” Alec asked, his lips feeling strangely numb. 

Perhaps it was hanging upside down, or maybe it was the stress of the combat. 

Trystara shrugged, which moved him upward slightly with the motion.  “I  have  no  idea.  I  suspect  only  the  Archon  knows  for  sure, Master.” 

Alec beamed up at her. “You evolved,” he said, his voice both teasing and proud. 

“I sure did,” the demoness said with a toothy grin. Despite her enhanced  attributes  and  beauty,  that  grin  looked  as  much  like  her former one as ever. “Turned out it wasn’t so bad after all…!” 

Suddenly,  the  Bloodcloak  was  at  Alec’s  side,  rippling  like  a dog with a bone. “What is it?” Alec asked, feeling absurd to expect an answer from the garment. Yet he couldn’t stop himself. 

As  if  in  answer,  a  heavy  rock  fell  from  the  ceiling  of  the cavern. 

“By the Archon!” Maimonides yelled, tugging Viya out of the way just in time. Another few moments and the dark elf would have been crushed. “The cave is collapsing!” 

More  rocks  rained  down  from  the  cavern’s  roof.  Cracks began  to  spread  across  its  surface  as  a  deep  rumble  came  from within  the  earth.  Alec  had  no  time  to  wonder  whether  this  was Shikasta’s final revenge or a side effect of the Bloodcloak—they had to get out of there! 

Firemane landed in the center of the cavern. Eleira beckoned the group to get on board the dragon, keeping one eye on the ceiling

all the while. The whole place was beginning to break apart, as if a cavern  so  deep  within  the  earth  was  never  meant  to  stand  at  this size.  Now  that  Shikasta’s  magic  no  longer  held  the  place  together, heat and pressure were doing what they’d always done. 

Alec  and  Trystara  raced  on  board  the  dragon,  with Maimonides and Viya close behind. 

“Come on!” Alison Raleigh yelled, her hands cupped around her mouth at the tunnel’s ledge. “This passage is starting to collapse, too!” 

Firemane grabbed the blonde in a claw and tossed her onto his  back  as  he  soared  through  the  narrow  tunnel.  All  around  them, the walls rumbled dangerously, huge rocks breaking from the cave’s walls and ceiling to tumble to the ground. 

“Hold  on  tight!”  Eleira  called,  her  voice  filled  with  both  fear and exhilaration. “This is going to be a close one!” 

 We’re  not  going  to  make  it,  Alec  thought.  He  could  see  the mouth  of  the  tunnel—a  few  hundred  yards  up  the  slope,  it  opened into  the  bottom-most  level  of  the  subterranean  complexes  beneath Job’s Bet. They’d be passing the red line on the map, re-entering the charted section of the vast tunnels beneath the ground. 

But ahead of them, roof and floor were beginning to join. The tunnel  shrank  with  each  passing  moment,  the  grinding  of  the  earth sealing it like a tomb beneath the city. 

Eleira  kicked  the  dragon’s  side,  practically  begging  him  for speed.  Firemane  tucked  his  wings  in  low  and  soared  like  a  rocket, yet  Alec  could  hear  twin  groans  rising  from  Maimonides  and  Viya. 

Both the gnome and the dark elf could tell they weren’t moving fast enough.  The  rock  walls  were  going  to  close  in  on  them,  catching them like a fly in a spider’s web. 

A sense of futility filled Alec as he watched the narrow circle of light shrink. To have come so far, and done so much, only to be crushed  in  the  midst  of  escape—it  felt  worse  than  being  slain  by Shikasta would have. Or even giving into her dark powers. It simply wasn’t fair! 

 If Jolenta was here, she’d have some witty quip about all this, Alec thought despondently, watching as the darkness encroached on all sides. That was a kindness, at least—the thought that his friends were  out  there,  fighting  the  good  fight.  Maybe  Rawiri  and  Imogen could  mount  an  assault  on  Chaos  without  him—who  knows? 

Perhaps the Poictesme group would save the world without him. 

As the rock walls ground steadily inward, Alec’s cloak glowed bright red. 

A  flare  of  power  surged  through  him,  ripping  away  his senses. 

Suddenly, Alec felt as if he were ten feet tall. No, a  hundred feet tall. What  was  this? He felt like the blessed Archon himself! 

Gasps  echoed  across  the  dragon’s  back  as  his  friends  saw the  change.  Only  Alec  himself  couldn’t  see  it—he  could  only  feel  it course  through  him  as  he  stretched  a  clawed  hand  toward  the rapidly falling ceiling of the cavern. 

Wait. A claw? 

 Don’t think about it.  His claw dug into the rock, pushing back against the collapsing tunnel. It was all so easy when he didn’t think too hard about it. When he didn’t realize how impossible it was to do the things he was doing. 

As  Firemane  shot  through  the  narrow  opening,  exiting  the cavern just before it collapsed, an observer watching from a nearby cave would have seen a curious thing. 

It would have appeared that there were  two  dragons shooting from the gap, one riding on the other’s back. 

Chapter 23







When  Alec  next  opened  his  eyes,  he  was  staring  up  at  the ceiling of his bedroom at the  Friendly Calf Inn. 

This was a most disorienting state of affairs—helped only by the  fact  that  Eleira  was  in  the  bed  with  him.  The  elf  girl  was  not asleep; instead, she seemed to have been lying there watching him for  some  time.  A  strange  mix  of  emotions  flickered  across  Eleira’s face as she studied him, not yet realizing he could look back: there was  love,  of  course,  but  also  caution  and  worry.  Dimly,  flexing  his fingers  and  toes  beneath  the  thick  blankets,  Alec  wondered  how much trouble he’d gotten himself into this time. 

Then  Eleira  realized  he  was  awake  and  sat  up  in  bed.  “Oh, Alec! Thank the Archon, you’re alright!” 

“We have to stop meeting like this,” Alec said with wry humor. 

He tried to sit up, only to feel a wave of dizziness wash over him and sent him back to the pillow. “Not that I don’t enjoy a good snuggle, but we shouldn’t have to risk our lives for it…” 

Eleira  laughed  and  wrapped  her  arms  around  him.  “You saved us, Alec. Not just once, either. The entire Haunted Isle owes you  a  massive  debt.  As  do  we  who’ve  followed  you.  Had  you  not defeated  Shikasta—had  you  not   transformed   and  held  that  tunnel open—we wouldn’t be here. And the Broken would have won…” 

Alec was already shaking his head. “It’s  you  who saved me,” 

he  said,  trying  and  succeeding  this  time  at  sitting  up  in  bed.  “All  of you.  Trystara,  she  evolved  for  me!  She  risked  her  whole  identity  to save me. I still can’t believe she’d do that... it blows my mind.” 

“Did  someone  mention  me?”  The  door  to  the  bedroom opened,  and  Trystara  entered.  Like  Firemane,  the  demoness preferred to stay in her simpler form when not in the midst of combat, 

so Trystara looked the way he’d always known her. But just a casual glance confirmed there was more beneath the surface now then met the  eye.  Trystara  was   evolved— more  powerful  than  ever,  perhaps more powerful than any familiar if her performance in the battle was to be taken into account. 

“We were just talking about you,” Alec said, grinning from ear to ear. “Is everyone else alright?” 

Everyone  else  indeed  was.  Sitting  on  the  foot  of  the  bed, Trystara regaled Alec and Eleira with the story of how they’d made it back  to  Job’s  Bet  in  one  piece.  Apparently,  the  citizens  still  out  on the streets had been beyond shocked to see them—most had heard the earthquake far below the ground and assumed the worst. 

There was something Alec had to know. He swallowed hard, looking Trystara in the eye. “And the spirits?” 

The  demoness  shrugged.  “Have  gone  to  their  final  resting place.  Couldn’t  be  helped,  I  suppose.  Though  I  guess  they’ll probably have to change the name of the island now…” 

Just  then,  four  figures  appeared  in  the  doorway.  Alec recognized  Rex,  Flargan,  and  Dingle,  though  not  the  armor  they wore. The three dwarves had changed into some kind of ceremonial garb, with the crest of the city emblazoned across the right breast of each doublet. Standing in front of them, looking as if she’d fought her way  through  an  army  to  get  to  his  room,  was  Alfhild,  the  mayor  of Nightside. 

The  mayor  entered  the  room  without  ceremony,  her  guards flanking her just behind. “Well lad, you actually did it,” the dwarf said, her hands on her hips. “I didn’t think it was possible, but you cleared the caves and ended the worm monster infestation. If only you hadn’t destroyed the city’s best source of income in the process…” 

Alec  managed  to  sit  up  straighter.  “That   source  of  income was  also  the  source  of  all  your  problems,”  he  said,  holding  onto Eleira for moral support. “You’re better off without it, believe me.” 

Alfhild grunted. “That may be, Diamondspear. But I doubt the Inscribers  will  feel  the  same  way.  They  needed  that  money  for  the

war effort, and that power to beef up the familiars they sent out along with their agents.” 

 They  won’t  need  it  much  longer,  Alec  thought  darkly.  They have me.  But that would have sounded far too much like tooting his own horn, so he kept his mouth shut. Besides, he had no idea how much  of  the  Bloodcloak’s  new  exploits  had  filtered  into  the population at large. 

Thinking  of  that  made  Alec  start.  Had  he  really  transformed into a  dragon!? 

“Let  him  rest,”  Eleira  said.  Her  voice  was  kind  but  with  an edge of steel underneath it. “He’s saved your city and kept you in a position of power. You ought to be grateful.” 

Alfhild  nodded.  “Aye,  I  am.  And  don’t  think  I’ve  forgotten about  our  bargain,  either.  With  the  worm  monsters  defeated,  the underground  passages  are  clear  once  more.  Flargan,  Dingle,  and Rex  will  be  happy  to  lead  you  and  your  party  through  them,  to  the city of the Inscribers. I’ve already sent messages ahead, letting them know you’ll be on your way as soon as you’ve recovered.” 

Well. Alison Raleigh must have been chomping at the bit to get  moving,  then.  Alec  felt  slightly  surprised  the  blonde  hadn’t elected  to  go  off  without  them.  “Thank  you,”  Alec  said,  meaning  it. 

“We’ll leave today—just as soon as I get washed and dressed.” 

The look Alfhild gave him told him the mayor didn’t think Alec would be walking today, much less leaving her city, but she left him to it. She withdrew with a bow, the three other dwarves following just behind.  Alone  again  with  Eleira  and  Trystara,  Alec  sighed  and slumped back into his pillows, his strength leaving him. 

“I’m  going  to  go  prepare  for  our  journey,”  Trystara  said, leaving the room. 

“We don’t really need to leave right this minute,” Eleira said, stretching an arm out over his chest as she snuggled up against him. 

The elf girl’s fingers played at his chest, idly stroking back and forth as  she  nuzzled  against  his  shoulder.  “The  Inscribers  can  wait.  We

could  relax  for  a  while,  take  in  the  city—maybe  pick  out  a  pair  of rings…” 

Alec smiled. The reminder that Eleira was his made his heart feel  lighter.  “You  already  have  a  ring,”  he  said,  holding  her  tighter. 

“And a good one, too. I’m glad it’s kept you safe.” 

Eleira  glanced  down  at  the  Shield  Ring  on  her  finger,  her eyes far away like she was already picturing her own wedding day. 

“You’ve  kept me safe,” the elf girl said thickly, clinging to him. “I’m so lucky to have you, Alec. But you’ve got to stop worrying me so much! 

Every time you do something heroic, I get butterflies in my stomach.” 

“You’re plenty heroic yourself,” Alec said. “I certainly wouldn’t have risked jumping right out of that tunnel…” 

Eleira’s  cheeks  colored  as  she  remembered.  “That  was  to save  Firemane,”  she  cooed,  shrugging  against  him.  “Mothers  get fierce when their children are threatened. Maybe…” 

She’d stiffened. “Maybe what?” Alec asked. 

A  slow  smile  spread  across  Eleira’s  face.  “Maybe  once  all this is over, we can find out for ourselves,” she said, her eyes shining with  desire.  One  look  at  her  was  all  it  took  to  see  the  elf  girl  had spoken  her  heart’s  deepest  desire—and  one  moment  of introspection was all it took Alec to realize he shared it. The thought of  them  together  in  some  grand  estate,  with  a  group  of  children playing on the carpet—what could be better than that? 

“Once all this is over,” he agreed, sliding to the side. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…” 

“Alec? Alec!” Eleira reached over to steady Alec as he took a slow, shaky step over the side of the bed. For a sickening moment, he felt as if he would tumble to the floor, then the world settled into something like its normal cast, and he managed to straighten. Alec took  hesitant  steps  across  the  bedroom,  heading  for  the  chest  of drawers where his robes had been stashed. 

“Do me a favor,” he said, grinning over his shoulder at Eleira. 

“Go  downstairs  and  order  the  biggest  breakfast  platter  the   Friendly Calf  has to offer. I feel like I haven’t eaten in a week!” 

Eleira laughed as she sprang from the bed, smoothing down her  skirts.  “I  can  do  that,”  the  elf  girl  said,  patting  him  between  his shoulder  blades.  “I’ll  make  sure  the   Friendly  Calf   puts  together  a feast  fit  for  a  hero!”  She  paused  before  the  bedroom  door,  looking back at Alec with a nervous expression. “Darling?” 

The  tone  of  her  voice  told  Alec  she  was  about  to  ask something important. “Yes, Eleira?” 

She  turned  around,  one  hand  on  her  hip  before  the  open door.  From  the  great  hall  below,  Alec  could  hear  the  sounds  of revelry, friendship, and business. The dining room sounded packed. 

None of it mattered next to the slender elf. Her lips formed a tight little line as she stared back at Alec, her stance that of someone who was tense and trying not to appear to be. 

“About  before,”  she  said,  before  realizing  that  narrowed things  down  so  broadly  that  Alec  would  never  know  what  she  was talking about. “Under the waterfall, I mean. When you and I... when we almost…” 

Ah.  Alec  understood  completely.  “You’re  the  girl  I  intend  to marry,”  he  told  his  beloved,  as  if  that  explained  everything.  “I  love you, Eleira. You know I won’t do anything you’re not comfortable with

—but you seemed pretty comfortable in that cave to me.” 

A flush rose to the elf girl’s face. “I was,” she confessed, her cheeks burning with the memory. She looked down at her feet. 

Alec  opened  a  drawer  and  removed  a  robe.  The Diamondspear sat on top of the dresser, as if the weapon had been waiting for him during his convalescence. 

“We can talk more about it later, alright?” he said. 

The  corner  of  Eleira’s  mouth  curled  in  a  smirk.  “That  would be  wonderful,”  she  giggled,  leaning  over  and  planting  a  kiss  on  his mouth. “I love you so much, Alec.” 

“I love you too,” he said, watching the elf girl withdraw.  I could watch her walk like that all day,  Alec thought, fully aware of the dumb grin on his face as Eleira strode down the hallway. Part of him would

always be childish when it came to his attraction to his beloved—and there was nothing wrong with that. 

He closed the bedroom door, then set about searching. He’d noticed something he hadn’t mentioned to Eleira upon waking. The Diamondspear might have been within arm’s length in his bedroom, but the Bloodcloak was nowhere to be found. Where had it gone? 

The  answer  was  found  in  the  bottom  most  drawer  of  his dresser.  Someone  had  folded  the  crimson  cloak  up  neatly  and tucked it beneath his undershirts—most likely Eleira, from the sweet, flowery  smell  that  had  been  added  to  the  fabric.  Alec  held  it  up before him, his eyes narrowing as he studied the garment. 

“You  and  I  need  to  have  a  discussion,  as  well,”  Alec whispered,  perfectly  aware  that  the  cloak  could  hear  him.  Whether the cloak was animate in its own right or just a conduit for something, he  wasn’t  sure.  “I’m  tabling  that  for  once  we  reach  the  Inscribers’

city. You can’t hide your secrets from me forever…” 

The cloak shuddered once, softly, as if acknowledging Alec’s words.  He  shrugged  and  put  the  garment  on,  fastening  the  clasp around his neck. Then he washed his face and combed his hair and made himself presentable for all of his friends. 

The  common  room  was  bustling  by  the  time  Alec  made  it down  to  the  dining  hall  of  the   Friendly  Calf  Inn.  A  table  had  been reserved right by the fire, and from the looks of things, Alec’s party hadn’t  had  to  buy  any  of  their  own  drinks.  Plates  of  food  and  fine beverages  filled  the  table,  around  which  sat  the  party  Alec  had brought along with him to Job’s Bet. 

Along with a couple old friends he didn’t expect. 

Alec  froze  at  the  bottom  of  the  stairs,  his  eyes  going  wide. 

Every face in the tavern turned to stare at the hero of the day as he entered the common room—all save for the two figures sitting near the front of Alec’s reserved table, dressed to the nines in their finest frippery. 

Alec gasped. “Jolenta!? Vodalus!?” 

Jolenta  raised  her  glass  in  a  toast,  her  brows  arched beautifully  as  she  sipped  her  dark  red  wine.  “Alec  Diamondspear,” 

the  young  woman  said,  wrapping  her  fingers  around  the  crystal stem. “It sounds like you’ve had quite the adventure since forcing us to leave your side!” 

Eleira guided Alec to his seat at the table. Cheers erupted in the   Friendly  Calf   as  he  sat  down—apparently  the  stories  of  his heroics had traveled far and wide. Alec wondered just how  many  of them had spread, principally the one involving him transforming into a dragon, but he knew better than to ask in a crowded room. 

“But  how?”  Alec  asked,  genuinely  perplexed.  Trystara scooted a plate of food in front of Alec, flexing her claws as she bade him eat. 

“It’s  quite  a  long  story,  honestly,”  the  young  student  said, rolling her eyes and sighing dramatically. “After we were  abandoned by our most trustworthy friend in the world, we wandered the stormy seas  looking  for  a  port  willing  to  take  in  our  wayward  souls.  Long were  the  nights  filled  with  self-reflection,  introspection,  emotional growth! Bonds were made, vows were sworn, duels fought beneath starlight at the stroke of midnight—” 

“She’s getting off on a tangent again,” Vodalus said smoothly, cutting  off  his  lover.  “My  apologies,  Alec—she’s  already  had  a  few drinks today. Victory does that to our girl, you know.” 

“Victory?”  Alec  asked.  Somehow,  he  knew  it  wasn’t   his victory they were talking about. 

“The most amazing things have transpired,” Maimonides said excitedly. Alec couldn’t help but notice that the gnome and Viya sat together at table, clasping arms in full view of everyone there. Their relationship was clearly no longer a secret to the city. “While we were burrowing around in dirty caves, there’s been a coup occurring within the halls of power.” 

“Not  a  coup,”  Jolenta  insisted,  sweeping  up  her  glass  and rising to her feet. “A revolution!” 

“What  my  darling  is  trying  to  say,”  Vodalus  said  over  his glass,  “is  that  once  we  got  the   Titan’s  Claw   to  Rawiri’s  father,  we found a shockingly receptive audience for our story of mischief and mayhem  within  the  walls  of  the  Royal  Academy.  It  didn’t  hurt  that Jolenta and I have a flair for storytelling, not to mention tugging on the heartstrings of the common people.” 

“Meaning you lied,” Alison Raleigh said flatly. 

Vodalus  shrugged,  as  if  to  say   so  what?   “We  may  have embellished a few things,” the man admitted, “but the most important accusations—those  claiming  Dean  Wolfe  to  be  an  agent  of  Chaos and  the  noble  houses  infiltrated  by  spies—managed  to  stick. 

Considering that they were corroborated almost immediately by two of the Academy’s own teachers, of course.” 

Alec  didn’t  have  to  wrack  his  brain  to  figure  out  who  that might be. “Brutus and Olivia?” 

Vodalus stuck out one hand, finger extended, reminding Alec of a pleased teacher whose student had just figured out the correct answer  to  a  difficult  problem.  “The  very  same!  Chaos  tried  to overwhelm the scrying waves with propaganda, of course, but if the noble houses are nothing else, they’re all  incorrigible  gossips.” 

“They  could  smell  blood  in  the  water,”  Jolenta  said  with  a wicked  smile.  “They  fell  upon  the  Dean  with  suspicion,  demanding their precious students be pulled from the Royal Academy. I’m sad to say classes have been suspended for the time being... but that’s not the  least  of our concerns.” 

“War,” Maimonides said. The gnome understood perfectly, his keen intellect cutting to the quick. “This means war.” 

“A cold one, for now,” Vodalus agreed, nodding into his beer. 

“But everyone’s still figuring out their alliances. As for Jo and me, we convinced our own houses to join with Rawiri and Imogen’s. We form the backbone of the Royal Alliance, a faction dedicated to both the overthrow of Chaos and a more... shall we say,  equitable  distribution of  magic?”  The  man  turned  to  Alison.  “In  fact,  part  of  Jo  and  I’s reason for being here is to make an offer of alliance to your parents.” 

Alec  could  hardly  believe  what  he  was  hearing.  The  world was at war? Because of what he and the Poictesme crew had done? 

“But   how   did  you  get  here?”  Alec  asked,  still  struggling  to comprehend.  “The  magical  missiles—the  defense  system  around this  island  is  active,  and  His  Majesty’s  Royal  Sky  Watch  has  the Haunted Isle surrounded…” 

Jolenta was already shaking her head. “They’ve called off the dogs. The sky over the Haunted Isle is clear as a bell, Alec. We can fly straight to the Inscribers once we’re done with brunch.” 

Alec’s brows furrowed together. “Fly?” 

“Oh  yes.”  Jolenta’s  laugh  was  like  the  tinkling  of  a  bell. 

“We’ve  brought  Maimonides  back  his  precious  flying  machine.  The Titan’s Claw  is docked at the Dayside, ready and waiting to take us to Alison Raleigh’s family whenever we decide to set off.” 

“We’ll  be  traveling  in  style!”  Viya  giggled.  She  squeezed Maimonides’s hand with her own, the dark tones of her skin forming a pleasing contrast with his paler shades. “You’ve told me so much about that longship, Monty! I can’t wait to walk the deck of the real thing! I’ll have to wear my finest boots!” 

Alec’s train of thought jumped the tracks. “Monty!? ” 

Maimonides  let  out  an  awkward  little  laugh.  “What?  What’s wrong with that name?” 

“Nothing,  sweetheart,”  the  dark  elf  purred,  nuzzling  the gnome’s shoulder. “They’re just jealous, is all.” 

“It’s  nice  that  you  think  that,”  Jolenta  said  in  a  completely deadpan tone. “Now finish your meal, Alec! All of us are anxious to be off!” 

No meal in the history of the world had ever been consumed as quickly. Despite the shocked attempts by Eleira to slow him down, Alec  wolfed  down  his  meal  with  considerable  alacrity,  feeling hungrier  than  he  had  in  years.  His  friends  laughed  and  joked  as  if they’d  been  living  in  Job’s  Bet  for  months  while  he  chowed  down, reconnecting  the  threads  of  their  easy  friendship  as  if  they’d  never

been temporarily snipped. By the time he finished, washing it down with  a  mug  of  small  beer  from  the  bar,  his  fellowship  appeared completely reformed. 

“Nice job, Master,” Trystara said, flashing Alec a wink as they all  rose.  “Here’s  hoping  you  have  that  kind  of  appetite  at  your wedding feast.” 

“I’ll have to prepare a plate of spiders just for you,” he said, smirking at his demoness. Then he slipped his arm through Eleira’s and smiled. “Come on. Let’s go meet your parents, Alison.” 

A strange look spread across Jolenta and Vodalus’s faces. 

“Actually, darling, we have to admit we came here bearing a very strange message,” Jolenta said, her face screwed up as if she didn’t want to say this part. 

“Message? What kind of message?” 

Jolenta  cocked  her  head  to  the  side,  her  dark  locks  falling over one side of her face. “It’s from your uncle, Uriel. He’s the one who  tasked  us  with  making  this  overture  to  the  Inscribers—he’s  a kind  of  a   de  facto   leader  of  our  new  group.  Remarkable  that  he’s able to do it while incarcerated, but he is a Diamondspear, after all. 

He  said  something  about  that  book  you  sent  him.  He  believes something  about  it  suggests  the  Inscribers  have  the  secret  to securing magic against those who would threaten it.” 

Alec’s  pulse  quickened  at  the  thought.  Both  of  Uriel’s  idea, and  the  fact  that  his  adopted  uncle  had  a  message  just  for  him. 

“What did Uriel say?” 

Jolenta and Vodalus shared a look. 

“He asked you not to go to the Inscribers’ city,” Jolenta said. 

Alec  did  a  double  take.  “What?  You’re  joking,  surely.  Uriel must have had a more important missive for me than that!” 

“We  wish  we  were,”  Vodalus  said,  sounding  a  bit  confused himself.  “He  was  quite  forceful  about  the  whole  thing.  In  fact,  he commanded  Jo  and  I  to  put  you  on  the  first  airship  back  to  the Northmund Estate if you tried to accompany us on the  Titan’s Claw. ” 

Alec  was  aghast.  Uriel  had  said  this?  “That’s  crazy,”  he managed,  squeezing  Eleira’s  side  for  moral  support.  “You’re  joking! 

Surely Uriel wouldn’t say that…” 

“He  did,”  Jolenta  said,  looking  sadly  down  at  the  tabletop. 

“We told him that we would... but of course, we lied. There’s no way Vodie or I could force  you  to do anything, Diamondspear. The very thought!” 

“If you come along with us, we’ll lie to Uriel and send him a letter you’re on your way,” Vodalus explained. “We can tell him there was bad weather, or make up some other excuse for your lateness afterward.” 

Alec still couldn’t understand. Why did Uriel of all people not want him to go to the city of the Inscribers? Did he not want Alec to meet  Alison  Raleigh’s  parents,  and  fall  prey  to  their  rebellious beliefs? Or was there something he’d found in that strange Chaotic tome, the  Book of the Guilty, which made him fear for Alec should he travel to the Haunted Isle’s heart? 

 Either  way,  I  don’t  care,  Alec  thought.  He’d  fought  the embodiment  of  the  island’s  power  and  won.  The  cloak  around  his shoulders  was  more  powerful  than  just  about  any  weapon  in  the known world. No monster a book told Uriel might lurk at the island’s core could pose a threat to him now. 

So Alec shrugged. “What Uriel doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” 

he said, grinning at his friends. “Wouldn’t be the first time we stayed out after curfew, in any case…” 

Relief shown on Jolenta and Vodalus’s faces. 

“We thought you’d say that,” Vodalus said, clearing a path to the  door.  “Come  on,  let’s  get  moving  before  that  dwarven  mayor shows  up.  Give  that  dwarf  an  inch,  and  she’ll  keep  you  talking  all day…” 

Alec  chuckled  to  himself  as  he  followed  the  party  out.  They were the same old students, alright. 

A small crowd had gathered around the  Titan’s Claw  to see Alec and his fellows off. More cheers filled the air at the sight of the

Heir  of  Diamondspear,  along  with  well-wishes  and  thanks  from  the grateful  villagers.  A  few  had  even  put  together  handmade  signs  to wave as the vessel took off. 

Once  aboard,  Alec  braced  himself  against  the  railing. 

Maimonides  took  Viya  to  the  bridge  to  show  off  the  longboat’s features, grinning like a madman all the while. The dark elf engineer looked  at  Maimonides’s  vessel  the  way  some  women  admired  a man’s  fine  cart  or  his  stately  horse.  Alec  could  tell  the  two  of  them were made for each other. 

Eleira found him just before takeoff. “Alec, what was all that Jolenta and Vodalus were saying about Uriel?” she asked, giving him a  worried  glance  as  the  two  of  them  stood  near  the  front  of  the vessel. From their position, they could see down to the docks below, where  a  few  lingering  citizens  remained  to  see  them  off.  “Why wouldn’t he want you to come with the rest of us?” 

“I don’t think it’s you he fears,” Alec said. “There’s something about  the  Inscribers  himself  Uriel  doesn’t  trust.  But  if  he  feared  a trap,  he’d  never  have  sent  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  to  treat  with  the rebels in the first place. There must be something strange going on here.” 

Eleira rubbed her chin. A tremor passed through the  Titan’s Claw   as  it  prepared  to  rise.  “Perhaps  he  doesn’t  know  that  you destroyed Shikasta. Maybe he thinks the creature is waiting for you at the heart of the island…” 

Alec nodded. “That could very well be it.” 

The  Titan’s Claw  rose into the air to copious cheers. It soared above  the  treetops,  the  afternoon  sky  clear  and  blue  above  it.  No missiles  or  energy  beams  appeared  over  the  trees  as  it  gained altitude, which Alec was extremely grateful for. 

“Whatever  it  is,  it  doesn’t  matter,”  Alec  said  with  a  shrug.  “I made a promise to Alison Raleigh to get her back to her people, and that’s  exactly  what  I’m  going  to  do.  Forming  a  coalition  to  stop  the end of the world is just a bonus.” 

Eleira’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise at the boldness of his response—then the elf girl kissed him. Alec felt about a thousand feet tall as the airship rose into the sky, setting sail for the city at the center of the Haunted Isle. 

“Always  so   serious   about  his  promises,”  Eleira  gasped, breaking  the  kiss  and  running  her  fingertip  down  Alec’s  chin.  “Will you  keep  your  promises  to  me  with  such  gusto,  Diamondspear? 

Even once I’m  Mrs.  Diamondspear?” 

Alec  laughed  and  lifted  Eleira  off  her  feet.  As  the  airship soared over the jungle, he twirled her and kissed her deeply. 

“Always,” he assured his beloved. “Always.” 

Chapter 24







The city of the Inscribers was hidden so well that they were practically upon it before Alec noticed anything out of the ordinary. 

The trip aboard the  Titan’s Claw  had been a most unexciting one—for  which  Alec  and  his  friends  were  grateful.  After  the adventure they’d just had, Alec felt as if he could go a good long time without  anything  exciting  happening  in  his  life.  He’d  mostly  been content to hang out on the bridge with Jolenta and Vodalus, getting caught  up  on  the  ins  and  outs  of  the  changes  that  had  rocked  the magical world. 

The longship soared over a clutch of trees and nearly came face  to  face  with  a  sleek  stone  tower.  Maimonides  cried  out  at  the helm,  grabbing  hold  of  the  glyphs  that  powered  the  craft’s  strange magic, and managed to move them out of the way just in time. 

“I  think  we’re  here,”  Viya  said  as  the  craft  came  to  a  stop, hovering  in  mid-air.  “It’s  said  the  city  of  the  Inscribers  is  partially concealed.  Perhaps  we  should  have  slowed  down  a  bit  when  we reached  the  heart  of  the  island,  but  Monty  did   so  want  to  show  off the craft’s top speed…” 

The gnome blushed. “Yes, well,” he grunted, busying himself about the deck. “Put down the gangplank!” 

In short order, the crew stood before the walls of the city. The city  of  the  Inscribers  didn’t  look  like  much  from  the  outside,  but appearances could be deceiving. Like Job’s Bet, as much if not more of  the  city  was  likely  to  be  beneath  the  ground  entirely,  in subterranean caverns that could contain any amount of luxury. Alec recalled  that  the  dwarves  had  mentioned  that  the  Inscribers  had gone underground after activating the island’s defense systems, but

he figured now that there was no worry from the Royal Sky Watch, they had returned to above ground. 

Alec’s  chief  impression  looking  up  at  the  walls  was  one  of almost overpowering  age. The stones comprising the Inscribers’ city looked  positively  ancient,  as  if  they’d  been  laid  by  the  Archon himself. Thick veins of moss and plant matter clung to the bricks, so wide that in many places they could have allowed a gusty, risk-taking visitor to climb all the way up the wall. 

“So what do we do now?” Alec asked. “Is there somewhere to knock?” 

As if summoned by his question, a figure appeared on top of the  wall.  It  was  a  mage  in  golden,  gleaming  armor—a  battlemage. 

The  figure  clashed  horribly  with  his  environment,  practically  bathed in light against the dark background of the ancient ruin. 

“Who  goes  there?”  the  mage  demanded  to  know.  The  sky darkened above the fellow’s head, as if he were drawing power from the  clouds  to  use  to  attack  them—although  of  course  that  was impossible. 

Only Alec, with his natural magic, could do a thing like that. 

Alec  stood  up  straighter,  then  lifted  the  Diamondspear  and extended it to its full length in the stranger’s view. “My name is Alec Diamondspear,”  he  said,  his  voice  echoing  over  the  stones.  “I’ve brought back one of your native daughters—a woman named Alison Raleigh. I believe your people know her?” 

The figure scanned the group, looking for Alison—and when he saw her, he nearly fell off the wall. 

“Allie?” the mage asked, his voice a strangled cry. 

Alison stiffened up, suddenly sniffing back tears as a wave of emotion cascaded over the girl. 

“Daddy!? ”  Alison  strode  forward,  shielding  her  eyes  with  a hand. “Is that you,  Daddy!? ” 

“Kirsten, come quick!” the figure cried. “It’s Allie, she’s home, she’s back…!” 

A section of the stone wall retracted, sliding to the side as if greased.  Beyond  the  wall  stood  an  entire  battalion  of  mages,  all wearing that same golden armor. Grimoires of every shape and size were at their sides, the only weapons they needed. 

One of the mages immediately began to cry—a woman with long  white  hair,  whose  robes  were  of  a  more  elegant  cut  than  the rest. “Allie!” 

“Mom!” Alison Raleigh lost all pretensions and ran like a little girl down the lane. She  jumped  into the woman’s arms, both of them sobbing  openly.  “Mom,  I’m  so  sorry!  I  lost  Abraxas—they  attacked him, and he ran away…” 

“I  don’t  care  about  any  of  that,”  the  woman  said  firmly, clutching  Alison  to  her.  Behind  the  woman,  the  mage  who’d  stood along the top of the wall emerged, grabbing hold of Alison from the other  side  and  hugging  her.  “You’re   the  only  thing  that  matters, sweetheart. We thought we’d never see you again…!” 

“That’s  so  beautiful,”  Eleira  whispered  to  Alec,  watching father and mother reunite with their long-lost daughter. “Look at how happy they are, Alec. You’ve truly done a great deed here today, my beloved.” 

As the rest of the mages crowded around Alison, celebrating the  return  of  the  prodigal  daughter,  one  figure  stepped  past  them. 

She wasn’t dressed like the rest of the Inscribers—in fact, from the simple robes she wore, Alec wasn’t even sure she  was  an Inscriber. 

She  was  somewhere  around  fifty,  though  still  beautiful  for  all  her years, with sparkling blue eyes. Mages gave way for her everywhere she stepped, the way people only do for a figure of great authority. 

 This must be their leader,  Alec thought.  Or the village’s wise woman. I wonder if they even have that here…? 

The old woman smiled vaguely at the newcomers, intending to greet them—then she saw Alec. For a few moments, he worried the woman had had a heart attack, her reaction was so strong. She clutched  at  her  chest,  her  mouth  opening  and  closing  rapidly  as  if she’d seen a ghost. Had he frightened this woman somehow? 

The  mages  behind  the  woman  began  to  realize  something was  wrong.  They  turned  away  from  Alison,  making  worried  noises and asking the simple robed figure what was the matter. 

With a cry, the woman sank to her knees. She began to cry like no human being Alec had ever seen before—thick, heaving sobs that wracked her slender frame. 

Before  Alec  could  ask  any  questions,  the  crone  got  back  to her feet. “It’s you,” she whimpered, tears falling freely down her face. 

“By the Archon, it’s really you! Alec! Is it really you, Alec!? I never... 

I’d given up hope of ever seeing you again…!” 

When the woman reached Alec, she threw her arms around him. Alec felt a bit awkward at this, but he accepted it. 

“It  is  me,”  he  said,  smiling  at  the  strange  woman.  “But  I’ve never seen you before in my life, ma’am.” 

The  old  woman’s  eyes  sparkled  up  at  him.  “But  I’ve  seen you,”  she  said,  her  voice  thick  with  emotion.  “Don’t  you  see something of yourself in my eyes, Alec?” 

Eleira  saw  it  first.  A  gasp  of  pure  shock  spilled  from  the  elf girl’s  lips  as  she  noted  the  very,  very  strong  resemblance  between Alec and the woman holding him. The reaction soon spread through the  group,  until  everyone  was  staring  at  Alec  in  openmouthed surprise. 

“You…”  Alec  said,  not  daring  to  say  it.  As  if  saying  it  would keep it from coming true somehow. 

The  old  woman  smiled.  “Yes,  Alec.  I’m  your  mother.  I’ve waited your whole life to meet you, son…” 

End of Book 5
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